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Foreword

Dear Reader,

Since its inception in 2011, PARAGRAPHITI has made 
itself a home for hundreds of poems, stories, essays, and 
pieces of art. These works have all had a profound effect on 
the way that we look at the world here at PARAGRAPHI-
TI,  and we cherish the family of artists we’ve been so lucky 
to count among our ranks over the years. Their bravery, 
their fears, their ambitions, their disappointments-- they 
have become our own. This is our tribute to them. Buta is 
a collection of our past, our present, and what we hope to 
be the future of our little press. 

And far more than we can express, our gratitude goes 
out to Joyelle McSweeney and Valerie Sayers, our guest 
editors, who took the time to comb through our archives 
to select their favorite PARAGRAPHITI pieces as well as 
reach out to other artists from all over for new work. This 
project would never made it through the atmosphere with-
out their brilliance and dedication propelling it forward. 
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Lastly, dear reader, where would we be without you, 
too? For all the support and love you’ve sent our way, we 
say thank you. With all that we are, thank you. Know that 
we look forward to finding you among our pages one day, 
too. Take care until then.

As ever,
The PARAGRAPHITI Editors



This morning I feel the heat within me as I submit my-
self to the 2 train. It’s May, but it feels like August in 

the city. I cannot explain it, but then I understand that it’s 
just me. The heat feels like cavemen are conferencing inside 
me. Like they’re scratching flint together in a gimlet-eyed 
search for sparks. I know it’s just me because everyone else 
on the train seems comfortable. This heat, I understand 
now, is genetic. Still, I head in to work, my skin smolder-
ing, my face almost aflame. 

When I arrive at the literary agency, there is a hubbub. 
The Agent cannot find the file. “Where is the got-

damn file?” she asks. Everyone suspects her intern, Benno, 
and you know that she does as well. Benno is pale and 
perpetually trembling. You look at Benno and you think 
“veal.” This morning has already been one small misstep 
for man and one giant leap backward for Benno: he locked 
a file drawer whose key has been missing since Truman 
integrated the troops. In the fall he attends one of those 

Fear of Fire
Justin Haynes
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hippie-dippy east coast schools where, even in the dead of 
winter, they wear open-toed sandals. Bennington, I think. 
One glance and you understand that he’s not fit for em-
ployment. Trust funds and hobby jobs will buoy him all his 
life. God bless him. He is today’s sacrificial lamb. 

The Agent snorts at Benno. She is a bull ready to fla-
menco. Technically I am not her charge. Technically I 
work for a separate agent on the other side of the office. 
Still, I cannot remove my eyes from her, and I trace her 
movements from my space across the office. 

I am too careful to lose my agent’s contracts. I am from 
an island where discretion and competence are prized. I 
am from an island that, in the depth of night, a certain 
kind of woman called a soucouyant unzips her skin, ignites 
into a ball of flame, and burns through the sky to terrorize 
nearby villages and hamlets. “Excoriation” would be the 
single word that best sums up this kind of woman. Always 
she is in search of lovers to stumble. Always she is in search 
of happiness to rend. Contentment to tear asunder. She 
sneaks into houses and saps blood from necks, leaves her 
victims dazed and nauseated the next morning, wonder-
ing what happened. Just beneath their chins, a gift: a blue 
mark that one may easily confuse with a love bite.  

The Agent’s voice pulls me back to the present. Her 
performance is really quite a sight. “If you don’t find that 
contract,” The Agent bellows at Benno, “then I will rain 
hellfire down upon this office. I will raze this place like 
Sodom and Gomorrah.” 

You see, we were having a thing, this Agent and I. Just 
the night before, after everyone had vacated the office, 
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she cornered me by the fax machine, her hand clasped tight 
on my breast, her teeth pulling at my tongue like a grenade 
pin. We made out in her office for a couple of hours, and 
that was nice. When she excused herself to the bathroom, 
I felt myself levitate for a moment; I felt as though my feet 
weren’t beneath me at all. We had been seeing each other 
slyly for just about three weeks, and the thrill of deceit had 
filled me up like incense in a church. This, I thought, is 
what it feels like to deny gravity. 

But then, while she is gone, I return to earth: I spy on 
her desk the gift that she has purchased for her partner. 
Who knows exactly why she bought it? An anniversary 
gift, a birthday gift, an “I’m-sorry-I’m-cheating-with-the-
intern-from-the-islands” gift? A blue box from Tiffany’s, 
right there on the corner of the desk, under the cover of a 
turned down book that The Agent has represented, now 
out in paperback. The Tiffany’s box is that familiar and 
crushing powder-blue that is just about the size of your 
heart. The card next to it confirms my suspicions. 

I back away and sit on her couch in the corner, heavy 
with contemplation. When she returns, she tries to kiss me, 
but I turn my face, and her affection lands on a cheek. “It’s 
late,” I say. “I will see you in the morning.” Then I duck out 
for the train. It’s not that crucial, I tell myself later. This is 
for the best. 

I need to pace myself. It is not even truly hot yet. The 
city is still fanning the flames. 

Ten minutes later the Agent is still on parade. She is 
rampaging again, singing still about fire, but what 

does this woman know about fire? Fire is my legacy. I know 
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about fire that stretches across the sky, about fire that lifts 
and falls like deep breaths, about fire that will suck on your 
neck and leave your skin blue-black and puckered.

I watch The Agent’s dip her horns at Benno. Everyone 
else in the office, used to her, ignores her tempest. I stretch 
my legs, make a circuit around the office. On the way, I 
inventory my co-workers. There’s Kincaid in his office, one 
of the three vice presidents who runs the agency besides the 
Agent, with his thick clunk glasses and his thinning hair. 
He’s ogling the Playboy that came in this morning, not for 
the pictorials, of course, but because, he tells everyone, one 
of his clients has a story in there this month. An assistant, 
Frances, who goes by Cia, is disgusted by Kincaid. She’s 
ironing her dirty blond hair flat this week. Next week it 
will be curly again; the heat will be too much to disavow. 
Sharon, Kincaid’s assistant, is a watery, translucent blond 
who applies to law schools during down moments and keeps 
her mouth shut. The coming heat has made her sexier; she 
pops the top two buttons on her blouse and flashes meek 
cleavage. Matt Hotchkiss, the tow-headed man-child who 
wants to produce Hollywood films, zips by on his scooter, 
one foot on the ground, one foot on the running board. 
He’s wearing a man’s version of capri pants, something that 
the Spanish tennis player that they all dream about sports. 
We don’t think Matt Hotchkiss is long for this job. His 
imagination outstrips ours. We can only envision life on 
the page; he sees it on the screen. The other vice president, 
pleasant and plump, unflappable and unshakable, beau-
tiful and wise, knits a never-ending afghan in a rocking 
chair in her office. I retrieve a slip of paper from my desk, 
small and rectangular, reverse my course, and head back to 
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The Agent.  
By now she’s settled down a bit, but her actions have 

devolved to shenanigans. I watch her walk by and spit a 
stream of water on Mattias, and I watch Mattias rise to 
his feet like Poseidon. She immediately apologizes. She 
has gone too far. Mattias sits back down. He is about 6’ 
4”, German and gentle. He says that when he goes to bars 
people touch their two fingers together to the space above 
their lips and lift their other hand in salute. Heil, they say. 
Mattias has to have a good sense of humor. 

The Agent hisses at Benno again. She wants, I know, 
to slam his head into the intersection of where two walls 
come together in a ninety-degree angle. This is the woman 
that she is. 

The Agent, I know, doesn’t really want the contract. 
(Well, eventually she does, but it’s not the most im-

portant thing at the moment.) The most important thing 
at the moment is the check that’s attached to the contract, 
the same check that I saw the night before on her desk next 
to the blue gift box meant for her partner Emily. After I 
saw the Tiffany box I opened the file and saw the three-
book contract, with words like rights of first refusal, and 
paperback rights typed in bold. The check is for the Agent’s 
favorite client who lives in Utah who writes a book a year 
about Christmas and kind feelings. The Agent’s favorite 
client keeps run-flats on her BMW and pays for annual 
vacations in far-flung parts of Europe early in the summer 
for her and Emily before they finally end up on a beach 
for the tail end of the summer, tittering along the sand in 
daring swimwear. 
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I decide that I have had my fun. I go up to the Agent 
and softly say, “I found this sticking out the end of the 
filing cabinet last night.” I turn the check over to her. She 
squints. Her gaze calcifies. She asks me to walk the check 
down to the bank and deposit it for her favorite client. “We 
will,” she insists, “talk about this later.” No problem, boss. 

All will be forgiven when the contract reveals itself. 
And the contract will turn up. I will magically locate it 
tucked under another filing cabinet. Today, and maybe for 
the end of the week, it will remain misfiled, but it will re-
veal itself eventually. These things happen when you deal 
in perpetual paper. It’s an occupational hazard. 

Down the elevator and out the door I leave them all 
behind. I feel as if my sentence has been commuted, 

and I can strip out of my costume. Out in the open air I 
threaten to become the ball of fire I am destined to be. Out 
in the New York air this transformation seems probable. 
Cars honk and people shout and conversations and lovers 
and heat and chaos and bitterness and me, Genji. I move 
past the Two Boots pizza joint, and I walk the check to the 
bank on Lower Broadway.

I try not to think about the check. Try not to think 
about how many lives of extended family members on the 
island that it could save, try not to think about the boffo 
treatment that it could secure for my ailing mother, curled 
into a comma by cancer. Well maybe just one glimpse. But 
as soon as I do it regret descends. I haven’t seen so many ze-
roes since my Christmas visit to the island when I hung out 
with downtrodden Trini uncles and stuck Trini cousins. 

Down Bleecker, then over to Houston, left on Broad-
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way, and then down a block into SoHo. This check, this 
check. I release it to the teller. I only looked at it once, 
because if I looked at it again, my mind would have com-
busted, and the scheming would begin: Who did I know 
who could help me sign this over to myself? Kelvin? The 
check looks like freedom, like something that can make me 
Prime Minister of the world. The teller looks at it strangely. 
On one corner, it is slightly singed.

I deposit the check, no fuss, no muss. But on the way 
out of the bank the world has grown more chaotic. A 

car has flipped and skidded partly down Broadway, and a 
huge crowd has gathered, the rubberneckers peeping. How 
did the driver manage this? The car’s a compact, and the 
windshield has spiderweb shattered, and everyone in the 
crowd murmurs and tries to step forward to see if they can 
spot some gore, discern some dinnertime conversation. I 
lean forward too, and it’s bad, worse than I first thought. 
They need the jaws of life for this one. The driver is hard 
to discern, but there is blood, thick and viscous. A wail of 
sirens, and the firemen and police converge quickly, but the 
rubberneckers hold firm.

 “Out of the way, miss,” shouts a fireman as he bustles 
past me. “One side, one side.” A police officer comes to his 
assistance, arrives to control the crowd. He’s a brute who 
shoves people until they stumble. When he gets to me, he’s 
just as rough, but there is a look in his eyes when he touches 
my forearm, and pain registers on his face. In that moment 
he understands, if not exactly what I am, then at least the 
kind of heat that radiates from me. It is a low level burn 
that he receives, and when he gets home that night, he will 
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talk to his wife about it, tell her that he can’t understand 
how it happened, and she will kiss it, and wash it, and gen-
tly apply Vaseline to it, and bind it, all to keep him safe for 
one more day. 
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Art by Elaheh Behin

[Artwork]
Elaheh Behin



Pentaptych of Traveling
Hiroshi Hasebe

Scene 1: Airplane

Did you hear the sound, didn’t you
Do you remember that, don’t you
Do you remember, for example, let’s see, how about that 
summer

Wire netting, and your muddy fingers sticking out to the 
other side
You ran and ran to the gate
The last plane to the East
Next flight would be out of your hand
No money for the airfare anymore

Do you remember that, don’t you
That day, that hot summer day
We broke and we were broken
We fooled and we were fooled
You remember and you are remembered
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See that Liverty of Statue
The Statue could swim to the other side, but you
You only could grab the wire netting and stand there 
Looking at the airplane
She was in that airplane, you remember

Fire, you wanted for your cigarette
Fire, you wanted for your candle
Fire, you wanted for the winter
Water, you were so wet instead

Airplane, too fast to catch and too big to get on
Two of you and one of hers
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One of hers in the sky and 
Two of you on the ground, alone of hers on the other side
All alone, all of, one of, some of you, passport, now you 
lost 
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Scene 2: Train

Finally the train gets here
So late, so slow
Bags on the snowy platform
People with black coats
Dogs barking and flies not-flying
In the middle of terrible winter

Tickets, from A to B
B can be so far away 
B can be so close
B can be maybe invisible
B, as well as A, can be burnt out by now
I was born in A, my family is from A
I was going to B, my family headed to B
Good old A and brand new B
Locomotive from A, limited express from B
On the same railroad, high speed, and bang bang

The accident was terrible
So many deads and so many hurts
So many heads, toes, opens, closes, and bags
My mother was one of the heads and she was pregnant
She died and she left me
She left bloody, wet, and newborn me on the snowy plat-
form

The train, from A to B, or vise versa, it’s so late and slow
You forgot your lunch bag
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And naturally you will be hungry soon
What do you want to eat now, A or B, Ash or Bone
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Scene 3: Car

Wait here for a while and somebody will pick you up soon
Raise your hand and wave to the car passing by
Some car will stop, some won’t
You choose from the cars stopping in front of you
Look carefully at the driver
Make no mistake, as it can be crucial
The driver you are waiting for
Looks just like me
Look at me, see, the beard, long black hair, one eye
No tooth, no shows, dirty nails, this is me
This is me and the driver just looks like me
Not my brother or any relatives but
He looks just like me
You won’t miss him

Wait here for a while and somebody will pick you up soon
Somebody you don’t know, somebody you never see in 
your life
You have a plenty of time anyway
You have nothing else to do anyway
Hurry up, move here, yeah, here
You wait here
I know you have nothing else to do
That’s why I chose you
You can drive a car, right?
You got the license?
All clean records?
No drinks or toxics?
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But you don’t have a car to drive, do you?
That’s why I chose you
So wait here
You look like somebody I know, by the way
I won’t tell you who it is
You don’t know the guy anyway
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Scene 4: Bicycle

Yet again, bicycle
The first bicycle you are given from your father
The source of injuries in childhood
But now you can go across the town
And come back on the same day
Then, of couse, somebody
Somebody steels your bicycle

Yet again, bicycle
Somebody always steels your bicycle
The second one
Then the next one
So many bicycles you are given
All of them are broken or stolen
Now you have the final bicycle
This time you bought it by yourself

Yet again, as you probably guessed
Somebody stole your last one
Your last chance to go faster and further
Now you give up everything about bicycle
Two wheels, well-balanced 
Winds, bumps, and bugs in eye

One day you saw all of your stolen bicycles
Parked in front of the station, unattended and unlocked
“Now you can choose one from them
It’s all yours, finally”
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You heard, you thought you heard the voice of your father
His voice sounded so old to you, older than you remem-
ber

Today, you still can hear his voice
Now you are older than that voice
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Scene 5: Foot

Broken bottles from last night
Where is your pair of boots
Riverside, so windy and chilled
Pyjama was dream, pillow was dream too
A beautiful girl from last night 
Airplane as bar
Train as temple
Car as KIOSK
Bicycle as chopsticks
Now we need to walk home

Not parade or line
Just so many of us to one direction
No hurry, but we can’t stop, it’s too late to stop
We wasted plenty of time
Plenty of memories
Don’t press that button, please
Leave all windows open for strangers, please
Airplane as bomb
Train as fake
Car as landmark
Bicycle as spoon
Now we need to walk home

Black dog, you forgot
A girl and a boy, you left
Wife, you are single now
Now you are one of us, carrying a bag for bread and salt
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We are all on the same boat in the same river
But we still need to walk
No water in this river, and no river in this poem



Dispatches from 
Winesburg, Indiana

Michael Martone

Marvin Puff Motors

I gave up on the “motors” long ago. I was a Studebaker 
dealer once. I stuck around for parts and service. Then 

my inventory dwindled to small engines, two stroker Briggs 
and Stratton, that kind of thing. Now I lot used shopping 
carts mostly, specializing in the classic lines. No new-fan-
gled plastic for me. I hold an auction on the Labor Day 
weekend like Kruse does up in Auburn for those Cords 
and Duesenbergs. Folks come from all over to bid on the 
finely restored powder-coated aluminum mesh Goldman 
Piggly Wiggly or a string of Oral Watsons nesting one into 
the other. I like the nesting. The way they fit just so. The 
rest of the year I like to trick out a folding baby shelf or 
two, lining the seat with fake fur, a sound system. I might 
get back into the motor business now that the buggies are 
becoming self-propelled. Little traction motors that purr. 
The folks at Rogers’s market let me use their aisles as a test 
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track at night after hours. You’ll find me there in the stale 
fluorescent lamp light. One of the wheels on the test bed 
always flat. The other one with a stutter in the bearings. 
The raspberry, I call it, that rattle in the shadows of the end 
caps, leaving that telltale skid in the vinyl tiling as I corner 
into the cold steaming meat bins.
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Kendra Klein, Buddhist

Every day I translate this poem:

古池や蛙飛こむ水のおと
old pond
frog jump into 
water sound

But that’s not right. So I do it again.
old pond
frog jump into
water sound

There is a little drumlin at the edge of Winesburg. I 
walk out there early in the morning. I take a gig with me 
just in case. The water is as smooth as a mirror. A mirror 
on a tabletop. I remember when I was young, and I was 
prescribed contact lenses. I held my lids apart while bal-
ancing the crisp lens on my one free finger. I looked at my 
eye looking at the lens on my free finger as it approached 
the lens of my eye. Closer and closer until. The sliver of 
plastic snapped across the gap, all attraction, fluid-to-flu-
id, quicksilver. And there was, in that moment, a tiny tsk 
as the lens found its socket, stuck. A sonic drip. I blinked 
hard, squeegeed the surplus solution off the mote, a torn 
tear tearing out of there. And ever since then, I always say, I 
have had something in my eye, a something where, within 
each blink, I hear the irritation, that precious little pearl of 
pain, that lisping blister.
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Alice Tang, Competitive Clothespin Pinner

We say the wind in Indiana is so strong because there 
is nothing to slow it once it slides down the dry 

side of the Rockies. My backyard is rigged with dozens of 
ropes and strings and wires all waiting to be strung with 
clothes. I prefer to call them clothes pegs instead of pins, 
and I peg up the sopping sheets in record time. Northern 
Indiana is the Bonneville Salt Flats of clothespin pinning. 
My laundry blooms into sails luffing, lofting, spilling the 
wind in bushel baskets of breeze. I dream of clipper ships, 
of making way. Watch me go! I am on a reach, reaching the 
laundry over the sag. One peg crimps one seam of one gar-
ment to the hem of the next one and so on and so on. It’s 
so endless. I twist in the wind. I disappear in the maze of 
scalded cotton, the baffle of crazy quilts. This evaporation. 
This congested absence. This expiration. This stiff wind.
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The 141st Acoustic Battalion (Early’s Ears), 
Indiana National Guard 
Fort Lew Wallace, Winesburg, Indiana, 
Armory

We train every other weekend, listening to the static 
of silence. Have you ever really heard the quilted 

quiet of Indiana? The traffic on the toll road rolls in, a 
whispering hush, like wave on waves on some sand beach 
somewhere. We home in on the hisses of a kitten in Ohio. 
We’re deafened by the brooding sawing of cicada emerg-
ing in mass from their papery blisters scaling the dying 
elm trees in Fort Wayne. It is the sonic signature of dying, 
the blight, we can hear the cells themselves dividing in the 
fungi (is it a fungi?) as it multiplies, a kind of sizzle. Listen, 
that bare nothing is the thunder generated by the stuttering 
lisp of this summer’s heat lighting. Yes, that’s it. That’s it 
exactly.
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Simon Gluck: Midget Racer Racer

I like to go down to Fort Wayne and race my midget racer 
indoors at the Memorial Coliseum Indoor Midget Racer 

Races. I never win. But I love the vectors of the physical 
laws of the universe--how bodies in motion stay in mo-
tion--impressed upon me as I skid on the high banks and 
into the soggy hay bales at the lip. I did win once. It was 
the Winesburg, Indiana, Gran Prix. All the other Midget 
Racer Racers crashed or broke down or ran out of gas or 
simply lost interest and made a wrong turn and got lost in 
Winesburg’s back alleys.
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The Winesburg Bleachatorium

R esearchers from the astrophysics department of Indi-
ana-Purdue University Fort Wayne suspect the tear 

in the fabric of space and time began with a denim thread 
found in the lint trap of dryer number 4 thirteen years ago. 
The laundry has been monitored ever since by a teams of 
graduate assistants, cloaked in off-white white lab coats, 
sprawled on molded fiberglass side chairs, passing the time 
leafing through dog-eared and water-stained periodicals in 
the flickering narrow spectrum light whose bleak photons 
are always approaching the underwhelming event horizon 
forming over the boomerang patterned Formica-clad fold-
ing table in the corner....
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The Hotel Fort Wayne

The one high-rise in Winesburg, the old Hotel Fort 
Wayne, has long been abandoned. It sits derelict on 

the edge of downtown, casting shadows over the less sto-
ried buildings below. There is no money to tear it down. 
Its demolition has been an agenda item of the city council 
for years now. Perhaps it will be rehabbed, turned into a 
retirement condo for the aging population. Winesburg is 
aging. Perhaps an Art Center. Winesburg is the only mu-
nicipality in the country that supports a company perform-
ing historic tableau. Maybe a museum, The Museum of 
Ruin, dedicated to decay. We will need a curator to arrange 
the exhibits of evaporation, erosion, desiccation. We will 
need a maintenance staff to maintain the steady decline. 
There will be a gift shop featuring objects whose purpose 
or meanings have been forgotten or lost. There will be a 
cloakroom where visitors’ wraps and hats, umbrellas and 
overshoes once stored, will not be found again.
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The Windmill Garden

Cyrus Backrum, walking on the Great Glacial Plain 
west of Winesburg, Indiana, watched as engineers 

from the Wrigley Chewing Gum Company attempted 
to make even more level the level fields stretching out all 
around them. The gum company hoped to make more effi-
cient and productive land on which to grow crops of spear-
mint and peppermint. The engineers used laser levels to 
survey and mark the minute gradients, the eerie red beams 
of light crisscrossing the vast empty openness. It was at this 
moment that Mr. Backrum received a revelation of sorts as 
the front-page broadsheet of yesterday’s Denver Post news-
paper blew into his face, slapping him with enough force 
to send him to the ground. The paper, he realized, had 
traveled unmolested, propelled on its true vector by the 
prevailing wind from the Mile High City to this rendez-
vous with destiny. He resolved immediately to establish a 
Windmill Garden on the spot where the contraptions he 
planted would not lift water or generate electricity but do 
nothing more than mill the ceaseless wind, making visi-
ble the mint-scented invisible breath of the Lord God Al-
mighty Himself.
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At noon in the summer,

We like to go to the paint testing fields on the north 
side of Winesburg, Indiana, and picnic near the 

racks of paint strips and samples as they weather. We swear, 
that some days we can see the paint fade before our eyes. 
The glossy ones especially grow dull as we watch, chewing 
our sandwiches like cud. We don’t know why this is so. 
Winesburg is never really sunny as we are situated in the 
long shadow of Lake Michigan’s climate, its Lake Effect 
infecting us all, we guess.
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Seth Pollin’s White Elephant

Once, I traded in everything, in everything plus one. 
But now I just collect kitchen sinks. They are, for me, 

the Alpha and the Omega. I spend my days plumbing them 
all together. Gallons of water I divert from the west fork 
of the Fork River circulate through the growing hydraulic 
system. There are sinks sinking into sinks. Everything, yes, 
everything is swallowed. Everything drained. Everything 
twisted twisting. Everything, plus me, turned inside out. 
Or outside in.
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Local en plein air painter, May Mavro,

is seen while performing drawing studies of the contents 
of Winesburg’s eraser factory’s aggregate depot. Ingredi-

ents used in making the erasers arrive daily from all over 
the world. May, who is allergic to latex, often employs the 
technique of “erasure” in her landscapes and portraits, us-
ing the locally manufactured product as well as prophylac-
tic smocks, helmets, and gloves made from Indiana lambs’ 
skins.
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Sanford Knox, Fabrication

Winesburg’s two towers, I built them. WOWO, the 
clear channel radio station broadcasting the late-

night smoky ramblings of Listo Fisher all the way to Flor-
ida. WEEP, the public television channel that runs only 
telethons that feature as premiums the contents of lost lug-
gage left at the Winesburg Trailways Bus station. I built 
them. I attached the throbbing red red lights at their tops, 
strung the guy wires, soldered the joints at altitude. I swear 
the air is thinner up there. To this day the stations both 
broadcast annually my suicide. My headlong dive, 500 
feet, from the last story of the WEEP array. It wasn’t me, of 
course, but a mannequin in a jumpsuit. A joke. I thought. 
My dream. My dream to be on television, on radio, to be 
turned into an aerosol, a cloud of electrons and broadcast, 
a magnetic signature written on the gray lake effected In-
diana sky, out into all that space.
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Margo Fowler, Safety Patrol

I find I cannot leave my corner. I find I cannot leave my 
corner even when the captain of the Safety Patrol yodels 

the sad off duty call. “Off Duty….! Off Duty…!” I begin 
to take off my belt. I begin to cross the street, heading to-
ward school. I look both ways. I look both ways. But then, 
but then I think I think: Maybe I should wait. Maybe there 
is still someone on his or her way. I need to be here here. 
I need to wait. Wait. Just in case. Just in case. I hear the 
captain’s call echo away in the distance, a kind of mournful 
song, a kind of call to prayer.
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Annual Straw Hat Riots!

This year’s Straw Hat Day seems like a dream now. Now 
that it is after Labor Day and the streets of Winesburg 

still host roving bands of boys, hired by the haberdashers, 
shown here, to swipe the straw hats from the heads of un-
suspecting citizens, and punch through the crowns, cut the 
ribbons, stomp the boaters flat on the autumnal sidewalks. 
Even now, I can hear the hubbub and the scuffling, the 
muted swoosh of punctuation, the puncture of the straws 
of summers past, the klaxon call of the hooligans! “Switch 
to felt!”

 - Milton Knorr, Shoeshiner, Feet on the Ground 
Shoe Shine
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Art by Siamak Pourjabbar

Siamak Pourjabbar
[Artwork]



Rasht
Mahnaz Yousefi

remember now your heavy accent, Rasht
remember now our bodies drenched in the rain
that blew their tops at night
remember now your green hands
that are of that stinky gray ilk
no memorial left after the city
from Family Hospital1 we arrived at Razi Hospital
with a fistful of veins and swallowed pills
with a woman in labor, with honking and pain as always

hey Rasht! 
with that heavy traffic near your anus 
dogs won’t understand your drivers’ sleepless nights 
truth is, Rasht, truth is 
when coupled cousins killed themselves in a family feud 
we had an eye for Siyahkal and Lahijan and other cities 

Translated by Edited by
Alireza Taheri Araghi Thade Correa

1 A maternity hospital in Rasht. [Note by the poet.]
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too 
we remembered Resalat Street 
and the ambulance now far from this damned place 
destroyed in vain by family distances 
city in vain with your four seasons suspended in rain 
truth is, we never belonged to you

no memorial left after you 
the pungent scents of Zarjoob2

the pungent scents of the bazaar 
we are afraid of mother’s breast that smelled of the fish 
seller 
we are afraid, Rasht 
many a wolf3 sniffs at you 
“wolf” was the paradoxical identity of your writer too 
had a distant relationship with the deceased 
but wouldn’t cease 
and what can make you know what men ended up de-
ceased 
oh, what men! 
with all striped clothes in Lakan4

with every other sorry face of theirs behind the bars 
and what can make you know what crucial role the air-
port played 

2 Zarjoob is a river in Rasht, also neighborhood by the banks of it. Zarjoob is 
one of the two branches of Sepid (Persian for “white”) River.

3 [Originally varg,] Means “wolf” in the Gilaki language. Also a Gilaki writ-
er’s pen name. [Note by the poet.]

4 A village in Gilan Province, Iran.
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like inflamed buttons of a sick breast 
with everlasting cancer and instinct and nature 
and what can make you know what it means that nature 
was blue at times 
you are alone with sands 
you are alone with kites 
hey Rasht, you were the North and yet you did not have a 
sea, Rasht 
did not have a sea, Rasht 
did not have a sea . . .
poor Father 
just that he planted Mozhdehi5 in your godforsaken place 
poor Father

 just that because of you he was unmanly 
though he was a standing man
just that he is standing on Sepid River6

with a hanging tongue and a tail out of sight 
just that he is standing with his back to Tehran 
with a bone in the tooth and a bruised howl 
poor Father 
just that he didn’t know your map looks like the head and 
neck of a lonely dog 
just that forlorn 
just that mapless 
just that citizenless 
just that we are a few drags heavier than you

5 An orphanage in Rasht. [Note by the poet.]

6 Second longest river in Iran. It flows through Rasht and meets the Caspian 
Sea.
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you can still Ali

you can still Hasan

Mitra  Soheil  Hooman Farzam

you can still the neighbor’s kid 
Emad and Samira 
you can still Saeed who was lonely in this damn place
only if there were a memorial left of you so we could pray 
for you 
only if you knew that nature was Lahijan which was high 
at times 
you should say hani instead of hande 
you should say tara instead of tebe7 
and use no verb other than fuck 
— How long is Amin taking shelter in your fucking 
place? 
you, 
stared, stoned 
withdrew with your anus

Amin was silent . . .

so many names names 
just that we crave names no more names 
with you nothing to do, Rasht 
with anyone else nothing to do, Rasht 

7 Hani (West Gilan) or hande (East Gilan) means “again,” and tara (West 
Gilan) or tebe (East Gilan) means “for you.” [Note by the poet.]
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just that we have nothing to do we take to tension 
just that we take to tension we have nothing to do 
my dearest Rasht! 
with that ilk of yours sucking off the breast 
with the drinking struggle in the mouth 
with a couple of glasses of milk after the suicide pills 
we roamed through your pharmacies night and day 
and every time we were out of antidepressants 
we took to contraceptives 
and every time we were done 
we were pregnant 
we are afraid of postpartum depression 
you tell us you tell us what to do what to do with the 
orphanage we have in our wombs
you tell us you tell us what to do with the blood clots clots 
boy’s bulging arms 
girl’s full breasts 
and bits and bits of fetus pouring out of your threshold 
who were home alone? 
who was hugging their knees 
crying into the cuffs of their sleeve? 
who in the darkness were 
the destiny of the gloves in the closet?
who was it that announced the international blood day 
when we returned—mature— 
from the apartment bathroom to your streets 
too afraid to tell mother 
about the below-the-belt pains 
in the first unfinished municipal pot hole? 
who was it that walked in you friendless? 
only if there were a memorial left of you so we could pray 
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for you 
and then come back with our back 
to the bona fide madmen of the bazaar 
back to the bona fide madmen 
back

to the bona fide madmen 
no memorial left of the city 
no memorial left of the city 
no memorial left of the city 
no memorial left of the city 
no memorial left of the city 
no memorial left of the city 
. . .



Brief Eulogies for 
Lost Species

Daniel Hudon

Thylacine on Youtube

Have you seen the video of the last thylacine? It paces 
around in its cage, yawns and displays its formida-

ble jaws, its incredible teeth. They called it the Tasmanian 
Tiger because of the stripes across its back, rump and the 
base of its tail, though it looks like a wild dog and has a stiff 
tail like that of a kangaroo. It sniffs the air, lies in the sun, 
crouches like a raccoon, gnarls a meaty bone, paces round 
and round as if it has nothing better to do, as if it has all 
the time in the world.
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Miss Waldron’s Red Colobus Monkey

after the Yoruba Hunter poems

When the monkey dies his cheeks are full of laughter. 
Two rows of bared white teeth. Always smiling. You 

could hear him calling to others in the treetops. Chatter-
ing and shrieking. Never quiet. He hides his fear with ner-
vous prattle. Deep-set eyes, a face of mischief never photo-
graphed, he is a mystery to himself. His tail sweeps the air. 
When the hunter comes he flees to the highest branches to 
join the others like a troop of fools, chattering and shriek-
ing. Too beautiful to live. Death always stalks him. Too 
beautiful to survive. Death always follows him.
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The Tecopa Pupfish1

– Cyprinodon nevadensis calidae

Deep below the Mojave Desert, Earth’s magma churns. 
Through a fissure in the crust, the heat seethes up 

and stokes the Tecopa Hot Springs, home of the epony-
mous pupfish. Only an inch long, they thrived in the 
steaming pools and lived undisturbed since the last great 
ice age. Males doggedly pursued females and snuggled up 
to them like puppies at play, giving the fish their name. But 
when bathhouses were constructed, new channels into the 
pools increased the temperatures beyond what they could 
handle. Soon after, the Tecopa Pupfish vanished.

1 The Tecopa Pupfish was delisted from the Endangered Species Act in 1981, 
the first species to be removed from the list due to extinction.
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The Laughing Owl or Whekau

– Sceloglaux albifacies albifacies and S. a. rubifacies

When it flies, the Whekau laughs. Just before the rain, 
the Whekau hoots a melancholy note. On dark and 

drizzly nights, the Whekau loudly cries a series of dismal 
shrieks. For no good reason, the Whekau chuckles like a 
turkey, mews or yelps like a cat or dog. Whenever it feels 
like it, the Whekau whistles absolutely tunelessly.
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The Round Island Burrowing Boa

– Bolyeria multocarinata

Sneaking through the shaded soil of the palm groves 
down the volcanic slopes, sampling the air with forked 

tongue efficiency, seeking hospitality in the hot, hot sun 
from out the dark door of the secret Earth, seen only four 
times in a century, his shovel-shaped head and cylindrical 
body burrowing into the soil and out of sight.

NOTES:

Thylacine: Hunted ruthlessly to extinction in Australia in the 1930’s.

Miss Waldron’s Red Colobus Monkey: Last official sighting in 1978; extinc-
tion due to poaching for bushmeat and habitat destruction. Yoruba hunter 
poems can be found in The Rattle Bag, edited by Seamus Heaney and Ted 
Hughes, Faber and Faber, 1982.

Tecopa Pupfish: Last collected in 1970; extinction due to habitat destruction.

Laughing Owl: The last known laughing owl died in 1914, a victim of muse-
um collectors, habitat loss and introduced predators such as stoats, ferrets 
and cats, from which it had no defense.

Round Island Burrowing Boa: Last seen on Round Island, a tiny islet north 
of Mauritius, in 1975. Began to decline after the introduction of goats and 
rabbits in 1840 because of damage to vegetation that caused heavy soil ero-
sion and deterioration of its palm forest habitat. The line “seeking hospital-
ity from out the dark door of the secret Earth” is from the poem, “Snake” 
by D.H. Lawrence, though it is unknown if this snake sunned itself.



Arena
Babak Khoshjan

as if it’s Iraq’s Seventh Division in the left side of my 
head

as if it’s Iran’s corp trample trample in the 
right side of my head

and in the middle of the arena
the old rag-and-bone man
under all that smoke and fire
is dipping bread
in his bowl of yogurt soup
a military march playing on the loudspeaker
mortar shells whistling indifferently
and Dad’s too much a scatterbrain to see the warning sign
Dad dances with a Bouncing Betty1 
and I lose all my childhood
Mom’s voice booms from the bedroom
“shut that damn thing up!”

Translated by
Alireza Taheri Araghi 

Thade Correa
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as if a clothes line in the right side of my 
head

as if the cotton beater2 twang twang in the left 
side of my head

and in the middle of the yard
Mom is plunging me in dirty washbasin water
stomping with rolled-up pant legs
the cotton beater beats twang twang, twang 

twang 
and my dad’s cotton beard floats in the air 
a red alert siren is on
“Dear listeners” trample trample
they shelter me in the basement
I pound my fist on the door
“I won’t do it again! On grandma’s grave!”

as if the jury in the right side of my 
head

as if the reporters’ cameras click click in the left 
side of my head

in the middle of the court
Jean-Paul Sartre with that curling white wig of his
bangs the gavel to say
“Man is condemned to be free”
Dad in the guise of my public defender nags
“I’m just looking for an honest man”
my eyes are half-closed from the white flashes of light
“Get up, boy, it’s almost noon” says Mom
drawing the curtain
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as if it’s not the executioner in the right side of my 
head

as if it’s not the waiting crowd cheering in the left side 
of my head

and in the middle of the arena
I am tied to a horizontal stake
Dear listeners
this is the white alert siren
and what it means is that the narrator of this poem
is now standing on a platform
on which all problems will be erased
this is the white alert siren
you may now leave your shelters
this is the white alert siren
you can come out of your shells
this is the white alert siren

1 A type of land mine that, when triggered, launches into the air before 
exploding at about the waist level. [Translator’s note]

2 In Iran, a cotton beater’s job is to fluff up the cotton in mattresses and 
quilts. He usually does his job in the yard, stripping mattresses and quilts, 
removing all the flattened cotton inside, heaping it in a corner. He, then, 
uses a bow-like instrument and fluff up the cotton by plucking at the 
coarse string, holding it amid the heap. While doing this, pieces of fluffed 
up cotton fly in the air, like huge snowflakes, landing on a second heap 
that starts forming little by little by the first one. The occupation is almost 
dying, at least in the big cities. [Translator’s note]



“Hello, I’m Arthur Shaw with the Channel 7 News at 6 
Spotlight. This evening, we’ll be spending our three 

minutes with Raymundo Rax, owner of the Land of Honey 
restaurant on Prospect Street in downtown Sherman. Some 
of us remember Ray as the Guatemalan Gunslinger, the 
quarterback who, two decades ago, led the Ohio Eastern 
University football squad to within a field goal of victory 
in the Cotton Bowl. But tonight we’re celebrating Ray not 
for his exploits on the gridiron but for his generosity in the 
kitchen.

“For the eighteenth time in the last year-and-half, Ray 
is donating all of a night’s proceeds to a worthy cause, this 
time to the unfortunate hurricane victims in what seems, 
tragically, like half the southern states. Ray, how can you 
afford to be so generous?”

“How can I not?” Raymundo says. What he thinks, 
however, is I cannot. He has taken out a second mortgage 
on the building that houses his restaurant. He sold his 
house last year, after his wife moved out, and all of that 

The Guatemalan 
Gunslinger

Mark Brazaitis 
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money is gone. “How can anyone look at the television to-
day and not want to help?”

“Your list of causes is as long as a football field,” Arthur 
Shaw says. “You’ve donated a night’s profits to tsunami vic-
tims in Asia, war refugees in the Sudan, farmers in the 
Midwest, and families displaced because of the civil war 
in your native Guatemala. You’ve even donated a night’s 
profits to Sherman’s homeless shelter. How do you go about 
selecting a charity?”

“When I see a need—great or small, halfway around 
the world or in my neighborhood—I feel I must help.”

A year ago, his wife, Eileen, confronted him with the 
near complete disappearance of their savings. When he told 
her he’d given it to charities, she insisted on having sole 
control of their finances. A week later, when Eileen was at 
work, Raymundo sold his football memorabilia—helmets 
and jerseys and five game balls from the “miracle season” 
in which he led Ohio Eastern to within a field goal of an 
upset of Miami in the Cotton Bowl. Some of it still smelled 
of the field. All of it was irreplaceable. He gave the proceeds 
to a Habit for Humanity project in Sherman’s Spanishville.

“I know you’ve turned into Santa Claus to chase me 
off, you passive-aggressive bastard,” Eileen said after she 
saw his empty trophy cases and his barren walls. “Well, 
I’m off.”

Eileen was his second wife. He’d met his first wife, 
Caroline, in San Diego, where he played professional foot-
ball. His football career and his marriage both lasted two 
years. Afterwards, he pursued a movie career. When he 
was cast, which wasn’t often, it was inevitably as a Mexican 
drug runner.
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“Excuse me, Ray?” asks Arthur Shaw. “Did you hear 
me?”

“I’m sorry?”
“Do you want to tell viewers what’s on the menu to-

night, just in case some of them haven’t had dinner?”
Raymundo has never been an epicure. What he likes 

most about owning a restaurant is watching people stream 
into it the way they used to stream into Sherman Stadium. 
“Our menu of Latin American favorites is known around 
the state,” Raymundo says. “Our head chef, Lucia López, 
is a superstar with a stove and skillet.” Lucia’s boyfriend, 
George Dedrickson, a.k.a. Big Ded, is the most notorious 
of Sherman’s slumlords. Over the last nine months, Ray-
mundo has borrowed $20,000 from him.

“I keep returning to the question of why you’re being so 
generous and how you’re able to do so,” says Arthur Shaw. 
“But whatever your motivation and methods, I stand in 
awe. I’m Arthur Shaw with the Channel 7 News at 6 Spot-
light.”

The camera’s light goes dark, and Arthur Shaw shakes 
Raymundo’s hand. “You must be a hell of a businessman,” 
he says.

Or a hell of a fool, thinks Raymundo as he turns and 
bounds up the five marble steps into his restaurant.

As a football player, Raymundo was considered short—
six feet on his toes—and although he had forearms as thick 
as telephone poles, he was, in newspaper accounts, always 
described as “scrappy.” In this respect, he was every fan’s 
image of himself in a football uniform: too small, too thin, 
but, by God, full of uncommon determination and pluck. 
Remembering his earlier glory, he strides onto the red-car-
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peted hallway of his restaurant. There is a line fifteen peo-
ple deep in front of the maitre d’. Other customers, in-
cluding Bernie Smith, the owner of the wine shop around 
the corner, are sitting on the four red couches against the 
walls. Bernie stands up and says in the voice of a stadium 
announcer, “Here he is, ladies and gentlemen, the Gua-
temalan Gunslinger.” There is applause, and Raymundo 
waves, smiles, shakes hands.

When Raymundo was five years old, a group of 
masked soldiers came one evening to Finca Liber-

tad, the dairy farm 190 kilometers north of Guatemala’s 
capital where he lived with his mother. The soldiers gath-
ered everyone in front of the pond below the main house, 
where the finca’s owner, Señor Mitchell, lived with his wife. 
Two dozen men, women, and children lined up on the sand 
and mud. One soldier, his eyes wide and white beneath his 
stocking mask, brushed the end of his rifle against Ray-
mundo’s chin. Raymundo’s mother, standing next to him, 
squeezed his hand and whispered, “It’s all right, mi hijo. 
I’m here.”

The soldiers said they were looking for guerrillas, and if 
there were guerrillas present—and there must be, they said, 
because the finca’s owner was a comunista—they should 
step forward. When no one did, one of the soldiers told 
Don Armando, who was seventy years old, to swim in the 
pond. Don Armando protested: “I can’t swim.” The soldier 
said, “This is your problem.” Don Armando didn’t remove 
his clothes before he stepped into the pond. When the wa-
ter rose to his chest, he stopped and the soldier said, “Go 
on. Go on or someone will join you.” And so Don Arman-
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do disappeared beneath the brown water.
The same evening, the soldiers dragged Señor Mitchell 

out of his house and into the back of a jeep. Two days later, 
he was found dead, his neck slashed, in a village outside of 
San Pedro Carchá, forty kilometers to the north. At the 
time of his death, Señor Mitchell, who was from Ohio, had 
been teaching indígena children, including Raymundo, to 
read and write in three languages, Spanish, English, and 
their native Pokumchi. He had drawn up plans to turn the 
finca into a cooperative, with ownership shares going to 
everyone who lived on it, including the children.

Soon after her husband’s death, Señora Mitchell sold 
Finca Libertad and piled her belongings in the back of her 
white pickup truck. She invited three people from the fin-
ca to come with her to Ohio: María Inéz, her cook and 
housekeeper; María Inéz’s brother, Alberto; and Raymun-
do. Raymundo remembered the day he left the finca. His 
mother ran by the side of the truck, shouting into the open 
passenger window. He couldn’t understand a word. Ray-
mundo recalls the scene frequently: his mother racing be-
side the truck, her skin the color of weak coffee, her mouth 
as red as strawberries, her eyes as dark as sorrow. Raymun-
do had never known his father, a man from a neighboring 
village who had disappeared before Raymundo’s birth.

From time to time, Raymundo asked María Inéz and 
Alberto, with whom he lived in an apartment in East 
Cleveland, about his mother, but they couldn’t answer his 
questions. One day María Elena told him, “If what we have 
heard is true, it is a miracle Señora Mitchell rescued you.” 
When Raymundo asked what she meant by this, María 
Inéz, who worked sixteen hours a day in hotels downtown, 
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shrugged and said she didn’t believe in rumors.
A year-and-a-half after Raymundo moved to the States, 

María Inéz told him his mother had died. She said the news 
had come in a letter from her father, who knew no more 
than this.

By the age of fourteen, Raymundo towered over Marîa 
Inéz and Alberto. He drank protein milkshakes and lifted 
weights, and after every football practice he ran up and 
down the steps of his high school’s stadium until it grew so 
dark he couldn’t see. If he didn’t have homework, he would 
sit in the stands and watch stars fill the sky. By his senior 
year, Raymundo was the starting quarterback of a medio-
cre team. No one seemed certain if he was the cause of the 
mediocrity or the lone bulwark against atrociousness. Ohio 
Eastern was the only school to offer him a scholarship.

Raymundo sleeps on his back, and because he never 
moves during the night, he always wakes up the next 

morning in the same pose, as still as a corpse. In the past 
couple of weeks, he has failed to remove his clothes, and of-
ten even his shoes, before going to bed, as if in anticipation 
of something. This morning there is a soft but persistent 
knock on the door of Raymundo’s apartment. After he sold 
his house, he moved to The Woods, a complex in Party-
town, the student-dominated neighborhood of Sherman. 
The walls are made of a material less soundproof than 
cardboard.

When the knock grows louder, Raymundo rolls over 
to stare at his clock. It isn’t yet seven. Whoever’s knocking, 
he thinks, is probably a still-drunk student in search of one 
more party.



The Guatemalan Gunslinger

68

The knock grows a degree louder, then two degrees 
louder. Thump. Thump. Thump. Thump. Thump. 
Thump.

Silence. Thank God, Raymundo thinks. But no more 
than ten seconds later, a fat man with eyebrows like lines 
of French mustard and hair the color of Swiss cheese, sig-
nature characteristics of the Dedrickson family, is standing 
over his bed. “I can’t hit a man while he’s down,” says the 
fat man.

“I guess I’ll have to stay here forever,” Raymundo says.
“I don’t have forever,” says the fat man, who pulls Ray-

mundo into a sitting position, then flattens his nose with a 
punch. Raymundo’s head hits the pillow at the same time 
the fat man hollers, “Son of a bitch!”

Although Raymundo is the injured party, it is the fat 
man who is shaking his fist as if it’s been stung by a bee. 
“I should have just gone straight to the bat,” he says. And 
giving Raymundo a hard look, his eyebrows locking, he 
adds, “Stay the hell where you are.”

The fat man leaves the room and returns a moment lat-
er with a wooden baseball bat. He lifts it over his head like 
a lumberjack would lift an axe and brings it down on Ray-
mundo’s knees—or where, beneath the covers, Raymun-
do’s knees would have been had Raymundo not moved 
them swiftly off the opposite side of the bed. The bat meets 
only mattress. “Brown bastard!” the fat man shouts.

“I don’t think we need to do this,” says Raymundo, 
now standing on the opposite side of the bed. “You’re a 
Dedrickson, I presume?”

“And who the fuck do you think you are? Doctor fuck-
ing Livingston?” He shakes the bat at Raymundo, although 
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Raymundo is beyond its reach.
“I know why you’re here,” Raymundo says.
“So you know I’m here to smash your skull.”
“I thought you were here to collect your family’s debt.”
“I’m here to smash your skull and collect what you 

owe.” Dedrickson resumes shaking his bat.
“All right,” Raymundo says. “I’ll sign over ownership 

of Land of Honey to your father or uncle or whatever rela-
tion Big Ded is to you. I’ve got the paperwork in the oth-
er room.” Raymundo points out the doorway to the liv-
ing room, which is barren save a stack of library books in 
the corner (Raymundo has been reading up on his native 
country: histories, novels, travel guides) and three Spanish 
grammar books, which he found in a dumpster in the back 
of his apartment complex. He hasn’t spoken Spanish regu-
larly since he moved out of María Inéz’s house at the end of 
high school. He was glad to have discovered the books to 
refresh his memory.

“Everyone knows the bank owns your sorry-ass restau-
rant,” Dedrickson says. “You might as well sign over a piece 
of toilet paper.”

After a pause, Raymundo says, “So where does that 
leave us?”

“With me beating some sense into you.”
“What do you mean by sense?”
“You used to run a profitable business. You used to be 

one of the most successful restaurant owners in the state.” 
Dedrickson is exaggerating, although Raymundo decides 
against correcting him. “But then,” Dedrickson says, and 
he seems to want to spit, “then you became a freak combi-
nation of Mother Theresa and the Tooth Fairy and started 
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pissing away your business one tamale at a time. Do you 
know what I’m saying?”

“Of course.”
“You’re in the shithouse for $25,000 of Dedrickson 

family money.”
“It can’t be more than $20,000,” Raymundo says.
“It is now.” There is a brief pause, and this time Ded-

rickson does spit, onto the bed between them. “So what I’m 
here to say is wise up. Go back to being the businessman 
you were. You have a month. Then you start paying us 
back—$1000 in cash every two weeks. Agreed?”

“Agreed,” Raymundo says.
“And no more fucking fundraisers—unless they’re for 

the Dedrickson family.”
For at least a minute, neither Raymundo nor Dedrick-

son speaks or moves. At last, Dedrickson says, “I have to 
hit you with the bat.”

“I don’t see why.”
“Big Ded needs to know I was here.”
“I’ll tell him.”
“You’ll tell him with a black eye and four missing 

teeth.”
What Raymundo does next comes straight from his 

football days. The Guatemalan Gunslinger wasn’t hailed 
only for the power of his arm but for his agility as a runner. 
He leaps onto the bed, fakes left, and jumps off to his right, 
slipping under Dedrickson’s beefy left arm. He even man-
ages to scoop up one of his Spanish grammar books as he 
races out the unhinged door and into the golden sunlight 
of the October morning.

Raymundo turns to his friends in Sherman for help. 
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Bernie Smith, the wine shop owner and the last of his 
friends to whom he speaks, hands him a fifty-dollar bill 
and suggests he take a business management course at 
Ohio Eastern. “Or, seeing as how unpopular you are with 
a certain landlord, have you thought about going back to 
Guatemala?”

After two border crossings and fifty-seven hours on bus-
ses, Raymundo arrives at Finca Roja, the former Finca 

Libertad. Immediately he realizes the absurdity of thinking 
his homecoming would be anything like the homecomings 
he celebrated in high school and college. Instead of parties 
and parades, there is silence. On the red arch above the 
entrance, below the finca’s name, are seven Chinese char-
acters. Raymundo walks down the muddy road from the 
arch to the farm’s main building, which looks like a small 
barn and is also painted red.

The main entrance to the building is open. Inside is a 
large room, two-thirds the size of a basketball court. On 
the right wall are refrigerators and freezers with samples 
of various products made on the farm, including chocolate 
and regular milk, cheese, yogurt, and ice cream. The rest 
of the room is a sports museum, with pictures of soccer 
teams, all clad in the same red uniforms, and goalie’s gloves 
and soccer balls displayed within glass cases. In addition 
to soccer teams, Finca Libertad sponsors basketball teams, 
long-distance runners, and golfers. Statements about the 
accomplishments of the athletes and teams accompany the 
paraphernalia.

On a bar stool in the far-left corner of the room, Ray-
mundo discovers a dust-covered laminated notebook. Inside 
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is a biography of “Guatemala’s Greatest Player of American 
Football.” Before he can read about himself, Raymundo 
hears a noise behind him and turns to find a short Asian 
woman whose lipstick matches her blazing red blouse. “Are 
you the owner of a supermarket or convenience store inter-
ested in stocking Finca Roja’s delicious milk, savory chees-
es, and delectable yogurts?” she asks in Spanish.

Raymundo shakes his head. “I’m only looking.”
“Oh, a tourist,” the woman says. “If you haven’t yet 

tried the incredible products of Finca Roja, I hope you will 
be inclined to purchase something today.”

“Thank you,” he says and turns back to his biography. 
He reads, “Raymundo Rax is the son of the finca’s former 
owner, Peter Mitchell, and one of its workers, Clara Rax.” 
The news strikes him as at once shocking and familiar, 
something he sensed long ago. He reads the sentence again 
and a third time. He reads to the end of his biography and 
finds this note: “Written by Marcos Buenafé; early boy-
hood recollections of Raymundo Rax provided by”—and 
Raymundo finds himself squinting to read a name covered 
over imperfectly by red ink—“Hermelinda Mo.”

Raymundo turns around and finds the woman in red 
standing where she was before. “Do you know where I 
might find Hermelinda Mo?” he asks her.

There is a long pause, so long Raymundo wonders if 
the woman has heard him. “I will happily give you the in-
formation you want after you select one or more of our fine 
products to purchase,” she replies.

With his last centavos—the meager change from his 
bus ride from Guatemala City to Finca Roja—Raymundo 
buys a block of Swiss cheese.
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“Hermelinda Mo,” the woman says triumphantly, “is 
dead.”

The woman wishes him a good afternoon, excuses 
herself, and heads toward a door at the back of the store. 
“Hermelinda Mo,” Raymundo says aloud, as if speaking 
her name might prompt her resurrection—in his memory, 
if nowhere else. He steps outside. The sky is filled with 
clouds in the east and an almost blinding blue in the west. 
On either side of him are pastures, although he sees no 
animals. None of this welcomes him with anything but 
indifference.

My life is over, he thinks. But what he says is, “Herme-
linda Mo.”

Behind him, a deep voice intones, “Would you like to 
see Hermelinda Mo?”

Raymundo turns to find an old man hunched over a 
cornstalk cane. His face is wrinkled like an apple left days 
in sunlight. Where his eyes used to be, he has ovals of with-
ered skin.

“She’s alive, Don Paco?” Raymundo asks, the name of 
the finca’s former manager coming to his lips unconscious-
ly.

“Who are you?” Don Paco asks.
Raymundo tells him, adding tentatively, “I’m Señor 

Mitchell’s son.”
“So it’s true?”
Raymundo is about to say he isn’t sure, but the old man 

says, “I will take you to Hermelinda Mo. But first, may I 
have some of your cheese?”

The cheese in Raymundo’s hands is sealed in plastic. 
“How did you know I have cheese?”
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“When a man is blind, his other senses become as 
potent as his eyes are useless.” Don Paco smiles. “Also, I 
overheard you when you bought it inside. It’s a shame you 
didn’t also buy ice cream.”

With a pocketknife, Don Paco slices off a rectangle 
from the block of cheese. Between bites, he tells Raymun-
do that Hermelinda Mo’s house is four kilometers from 
where they are standing—two kilometers on flat ground, 
the last two straight up a mountain. “Are you prepared?” 
he asks. Raymundo nods. When he realizes Don Paco 
can’t see him, he says, “Yes,” but Don Paco has already 
begun to walk.

Several times, Don Paco steps into potholes in the dirt 
road, but this never interrupts his pace. When they have 
covered most of the straight stretch, Raymundo asks Don 
Paco about his mother, about her death.

“There are stories,” Don Paco says. “There is the sto-
ry of how when Señor Mitchell disappeared, your mother, 
like Señor Mitchell, attempted to turn a dairy farm—in 
San Juan Chamelco, where your grandparents lived—into 
a cooperative and how she met the same fate as Señor 
Mitchell.

“There is the story of how she died attempting to cross 
the border into the United States soon after you left, so as 
to be with you.

“There is the story of how Señora Mitchell paid to 
have her killed so as to avenge your mother’s transgression 
with Señor Mitchell. This story is preposterous—Señora 
Mitchell was as angelic and forgiving as her husband was 
flawed and in need of forgiveness—but to people here, 
who are used to murder, it is persuasive.”
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Raymundo stops walking, feeling unable to continue 
while he contends with this new information. Don Paco, 
however, maintains his pace, and before long, Raymundo 
must run in order to catch up with him. “What do you 
think happened to her, Don Paco?” Raymundo asks, pant-
ing.

“I don’t know. I don’t even know who the men were 
who took my sight. Yet I can see them in their masks and 
with their guns and knives as clearly as I did the day they 
pulled me from my bed and destroyed my eyes.”

“When was this, Don Paco?”
“Three weeks before they kidnapped and killed your 

father,” Don Paco says. “The men told me what I should 
tell him: ‘Give your farm to peasants and you will die.’”

“And did you tell him?”
“Of course. I urged him to abandon his plans for the 

cooperative and go home. When he didn’t, he knew what 
he was risking.”

“Why wouldn’t he go home?”
“He was loved here—he still is.”
I know this kind of love, Raymundo thinks, remem-

bering the crowded stadiums, his crowded restaurant.
Don Paco says, “Now the hill.”
The hill is as steep as Don Paco promised, and Ray-

mundo is too busy catching his breath to talk. Don Paco 
walks with the same casual but brisk pace. After half an 
hour, they are standing outside a gate made of rusted milk 
cans. The gate is attached to a milk-can fence, which sur-
rounds an adobe house. Inside the fence are dozens of 
chickens, strutting and squawking.

Don Pedro calls Hermelinda Mo’s name several times 
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before the wooden door of the adobe house opens and a 
hunched woman, wearing a red güipil and a blue corte, 
steps into the sunlight. Her face isn’t wrinkled like Don 
Paco’s; it seems as smooth and glowing as a girl’s. Her hair, 
which hangs past her shoulders, is an assortment of white, 
gray, and black. She is familiar to him, but only as part of 
the larger tapestry of what he left behind.

“Here is a visitor, Doña Hermelinda,” says Don Paco, 
and after introductions, Don Paco is gone and Raymundo 
is sitting with Hermelinda Mo on a wooden bench behind 
her house, drinking coffee and eating the last of his cheese. 
Hermelina Mo speaks a mixture of Spanish and Pokomchí, 
and while Raymundo’s Spanish is adequate, his Pokomchí 
has atrophied. Yet while he fails to remember particular 
words, he recognizes their sounds, like notes from a child-
hood song.

After they have talked about his journey, he asks, “How 
are you certain Señor Mitchell was my father?”

She doesn’t turn to him when she speaks but stares 
past the milk-can fence and into a green valley. On the 
opposite hillside are ten cows, grazing. “If you would like 
me to tell you I was present on the night you were con-
ceived, well, even though I knew your mother, even though 
as girls we bathed in the same river, even though as older 
girls we laughed at, and loved, the same boys, you wouldn’t 
believe me,” she says. “But I can tell you of the dream I had 
in which I saw your mother and Señor Mitchell holding 
hands with the glee of a bride and groom.”

“Your proof is a dream?” asks Raymundo.
“Sometimes a dream clarifies what we know already, 

deep inside,” Hermelinda Mo says. Turning to him, she 
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asks, “What is it you know deep inside?”
“Nothing.”
“I think you are mistaken.”
He closes his eyes and asks himself, “Why did Señora 

Mitchell bring me with her?”
Because she loved her husband, despite what he had 

done, and wanted to honor him by saving me. Or because 
she detested my mother and wanted to force her to choose 
between keeping me with her in a poor, war-torn country 
or sending me away from her to safety in the States.

“Why did my mother let me go with Señora Mitchell?”
She knew the danger I would have faced if I had grown 

up here; she knew the poverty I would have endured if I 
had lived as a peasant under Señor Mitchell’s successor. She 
weighed it all—what she would lose in losing me against 
what I would gain in a prosperous country—and made her 
decision in tears.

“How did she die?”
I don’t think I ever believed she had. I was hoping to 

hear her voice in all the cheering. The more voices, the 
more chance one voice would be hers.

Raymundo hears a roar fade to a whisper, like a crowd 
retreating. He opens his eyes.

“I am the age my father was when he died,” Raymundo 
tells Hermelinda Mo, although he’s only guessing this.

“But you have escaped his fate,” she replies. “And now, 
in this second life of yours, you must think about where to 
begin.” She pauses. “You could start, I suppose, with a job. 
There is work at Finca Roja.”

“It’s run by Chinese capitalists and sports fanatics,” 
Raymundo says. “It’s communism without the commune. 
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It isn’t the finca my father dreamed of.”
“Perhaps you would be willing to join my cooperative?” 

she asks.
“So there’s a cooperative here after all?” His excitement 

surprises him.
“If a cooperative can be made up of one person,” she 

says. “The cows you see in the valley, the chickens you see 
in the yard—they are the cooperative’s animals.”

“But I have nothing to offer.”
“You have your hands.”
He looks at his hands, their largeness essential to his 

quarterbacking prowess.
“Unlike on Finca Roja, we have no machines to milk 

cows,” says Hermelinda Mo. “We must use our hands.”
He looks at his hands again. If they have ever milked 

a cow, it was decades ago. As they walk out of her yard on 
their way to collect the cows, Raymundo says, “At Finca 
Roja, they told me you were dead.”

“They wish I was dead. I am their competition.”
“You aren’t afraid of what they might do to you?”
She smiles. “I sleep with one eye open and keep a ma-

chete beneath my pillow.”
Half an hour later, Raymundo is kneeling on the dirt 

floor of an adobe barn, holding the teat of a Jersey cow, a 
bucket below him. Hermelinda Mo has explained how to 
milk the cow. But to make sure he has learned, she is kneel-
ing next to him, watching.

Raymundo squeezes, but no milk comes. He squeez-
es again and again. Nothing. Raymundo feels weariness 
overcome him, the accumulation of exhausting days on the 
road. He struggles to keep his eyes open but fails. He is in-
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stantly in a dream, kneeling on a football field in an emp-
ty stadium. He cannot tell where the field begins or ends. 
There is mist everywhere, and, above him, a colorless sky 
without a sun or a moon or stars. Presently, someone touch-
es his hand, and he hears a warm voice whisper, “Don’t 
worry, Raymundo. I’m here.”

“Mamá?” he asks, opening his eyes. Hermelinda Mo is 
beside him, her hands over his. Her voice is soft: “Outside 
of dreams, I am as close as you’ll come.” She smells like 
something familiar from a lifetime ago, like soil and milk 
and a flower whose name he never learned. “Like this, mi 
hijo,” she says, and together they coax milk into the wait-
ing bucket.



Lauro Vazquez

(1)
August 16: Morning

Luna Negra by arcadio hidalgo is playing on the kitchen 
radio:

Yo fui a la revolución, yo fui 
Yo fui a la revolución a luchar por el derecho, 
pa’ sentir sobre mi pecho una gran satisfacción

mas hoy vivo en un rincón, cantándole a mi amargura 
pero con la fé segura y anunciándole al destino 
que es el hombre campesino nuestra esperanza futura.

from the inside the dish-room is like a giant stomach/ 
there’s no other way to describe this/ a giant stomach/                     
with people in it/
          like moist  intestines/a tripe-noose taut/ on the 

5.56 NATO
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neck/

sometimes jorgito/         the pizza maker/
          the smile maker/ 
like when he says no mames guey! and I say no mames! / 
like right now

jorgito is making sculptures again/ inside jorgito/
          live seven sculptors        and who ever heard

of seven sculptors/          living off the salary of/ a single 
cook?

Luna negra, negra luna, ¡negra! Color de tu madre 
Luna negra, negra luna, ¡negra! Color de tu madre 
Color de tu madre, color de tu madre

and who ever heard of chirping/             inside a mix-
ing-bowl?
                            his bowl sings/               pio-pio-pio/
pio-pio           all day/

all night/ 
some pio-pio rose/                            from the drains
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(2)

mexican songs/ on kitchen radio

sweet sultry downpour
crushed hibiscus/ rainflower
sprinkled in the ear

 
 
 

 
 
pio pio
          pio
pio-pio-pio
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(3)
August 22: Morning

           the dial on the kitchen radio is clicked to a mexi-
can station/ on plastic trays the kitchen takes to the air/
            like a cannibal time-clock/

           /it eats away the day

           the radio leaps/ like a tiger         over the flames/

           becomes a tiger that roars/                  sing sing

there is no other way to describe this/

          our tiger/      moonbullet/ moonsong

           it  shoots/

/it  eats away the sun
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(4) 
August 25: Morning

voices race through the air like fiery greyhounds:

HELLO! HELLO! HELLO! NEWS.... FROM THE 
NEWS WIRE:

...every 3.6 seconds....
…. one  dies of starvation....

 usually it is a child under the age of 5....

 the total number...the total number today

…the total number.... of children
 younger than five...
living in france, germany, greece and italy:

10.6 million.... 

….the total number of children  who died from 
preventable  in 2003 before they were five:

10.6 million....

….investigators in arizona have released a tape of the 911 
call made during the deadly home invasion robbery that 
claimed the life of 9-year-old brisenia flores...
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... you probably have never heard his  ...but you 
likely know something...
…about how nine-year-old ali mohammed hafedh kinani 
died.... he was the youngest person killed by blackwater 
forces at nisoor square...

these and other auschwitzs ...other exclusives... are 
brought to you...endowed to you

by the tv guides... the wall st journals.... the academic 
journals of the “poetic I”
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(5)

5.56 mm nato/  bullet wounds

nine year old ali kinani died from a bullet
bite to the head
in the nisour square massacre
meanwhile the sun went red/
and the mercenaries
unfurled their fists with tenderness
or drew/ sweet/ three-legged cows/ for their children
or a little gasp or bird/ flew from ali’s little mouth like a 
bullet
fired at death/ that lovely lady
oh little bird that flew and ate and gouged little ali!
oh little bird that drank/ flew away/ little ali!
and this happens every day
it happens like that
the blood of children falls
like blood of children

nine year old brisenia flores died
from a vigilante’s  kiss to the forehead
and her smile went red/
blood smiles from brisenia’s bullet wounds
and this happens every day
the sun goes red
the warmth of children smiles/ spills/ evaporates brisenia
your bullet wounds or little suns glow red red red
in your tender skull ali
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blood of children glows/ red
little brisenia goes red/ dissolves/ falls
or is swept away/ by brooms or sand
and this happens every day
this happens every day
it happens like that

the bullet bites/ kisses the skull
splinters the children’s sleep/ and nothing will come from 
there
no/no / nothing/ no little bird
no poetry or three legged cows
and this happens every day
it happens like that
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(6) 
September 2: Morning

what they say must be true... i am smart but i have a bad 
attitude....

they ask me, do you want to work the food line? do you 
want to learn to cook? do something you like to do they 
tell me. life is wonderful when you like your job.

sharks and bears and eagles like their jobs i tell them
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(7) 
September 8: Morning

i hung a sign on the dish-room saying:

“do not disturb me when i’m at work/ dreaming
and sleeping and swimming like a shark”
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(8)

 
dishboy

you finish cleaning out the dust and the ashes
doing all the errands:
mopping the restrooms/ scrubbing
the shit off the toilets
peeling the potatoes/ washing/
wiping down the tables
taking out the trash/ doing all the dishes
finish eating leftovers in a corner of the kitchen
you go and hide in the restroom
you look at yourself in a shattered mirror
and you laugh and grow ecstatic
you laugh at yourself in the mirror
and you grow ecstatic looking at yourself
you laugh through your pores and knees
and you smile from/ soon to soon
you imagine a smiling revolution
you play at being a guerrillero/ like camilo or fidel
you imagine a kitchen liberated
by a syndicate of revolutionary carrots
look dishboy you’re brave and even at times courageous
but wash your hands and stop the foolishness
they’re running out of clean plates in the kitchen!
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I Live In the House 
That Screams

Jenny Boully

Across the street was the house that screamed; that 
house did not always scream, but it began to scream. 

When James, who was in my second-grade class, moved 
in, the house began to scream. James’ father drove the car 
that could barely make it down the street and then into the 
driveway, and that was when the house across the street 
began to scream. It began to scream when the father’s 
car had made it to the driveway. James had a hole in the 
butt of his jeans, and the orange of his underwear showed 
through that hole. They lived in the house that screamed. 
They screamed, and we all knew they screamed because 
they were poor, poorer than the rest of us were. James was 
more poor, because his family rented from Benji, who was 
a landlord who bought up houses to rent to the poor. Be-
sides, James drank up every drop from his carton of choco-
late milk during lunch at school, and everyday, he wore the 
same pair of jeans with the hold in the butt of them that let 
his underwear show through. He didn’t speak to anyone, 
and his hair grew long and over his eyes
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One day, afterschool, my mom and dad had not come 
home from work yet, and I had the new, sweet Hi-C juice 
boxes, and, because of these juice boxes, I am sure, other 
boys from school came into my yard to play. My sister and 
I, not knowing better, not knowing how much juice boxes 
cost or that my mother, who had bought them, considered 
them a rare treat for afterschool drinking when she could 
not be there, had gone inside and gotten juice boxes for all 
the boys who had come into our yard to play. There were 
boys from my class who, in school, did not ever talk to me. 

If you blew into your straw, it would make the juice 
shoot from the box like a water gun. I alone knew this 
trick and ran around spraying the contents of my dear and 
expensive juice box at these boys who never did speak to 
me in school. They protested that their mothers would be 
mad, but I kept at it. I even kept at it with James, the boy 
who wore the same pair of jeans everyday and who had, 
even though he never spoke to anyone in school, come out-
side and into my yard to play.

And so, how could all us kids hide that certain kind 
of evidence?—all the juice gone from the fridge; the jeans 
sticky and soaking wet.

That night, when the rest of us were readying ourselves 
for baths or supper, there had been screaming from the 
house across the street, and I was certain that I had that 
night caused it. 

I now live in the house that screams.
My daughter, even though she is now three, when 

she knows I am readying myself to go to work, cries and 
screams. I have unkindly told her that if she does not stop 
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then I will throw something that I will take her favorite 
toys away that I will go and stay away for a very long time. 
She has only been loving and asking for hugs and kisses 
and saying pick me up and give me big hugs for a long 
time and hold me and I will miss you and I will cry and 
please come sit with me on the couch for a little while, but 
I have told her to stop that she is making me crazy. I have 
slammed a cabinet door. I have thrown things. I have to 
leave the house just now, just this instant or I will be late 
for the meeting and I need to mail the rent check for this 
apartment that costs more than I am earning and just yes-
terday morning our car stopped working and I cannot keep 
all the Cheerios off the floor or all the crumbs from falling 
on the carpet that I had just yesterday vacuumed thorough-
ly and I cannot keep anything organized or cleaned and 
someone at work is constantly telling my boss that I am 
doing everything all wrong and my hair is graying and my 
mother is so far away and so there is little to do now other 
than become the house that screams.

I have been given, for Mother’s Day, time to write. Even 
as my husband was gathering my son and daughter to head 
out the door, I was the house that screamed. My daughter, 
knowing that she would be away from me, said, Mommy, I 
will miss you and I know: how about we all go? and I want 
to stay with you and Mommy, I want you. And I, feeling 
that certain tremor swelling from somewhere, demanded 
that my husband just grab them and go because I wanted 
the time so badly to be mine and to be alone. It is now, as 
a consequence, so quiet that I can hear the windows shriek 
on account of their frames being ill fitting, the insistent 
screech that signals the spin cycle in the wash machine.



Good Morning, Ruin
Daniel Borzutzky 

The children are in a field with balls and trees and flow-
ers. Or they are in a room painted pastel colors and scat-
tered with bright rugs and miniature tables.  In the dream 
song the corpses fall from the mouths of the children. A 
young boy touches a dead hand and says: this sea horse, 
this crustacean, this dangling limb is the dangling limb 
of a body I once knew, when I lived in some other hole, 
in some other country where the corpses were ghosts who 
couldn’t stop making love to each other.

This dream song has a good rhythm and when I hear it 
I feel like suffocating my neighbor, like putting a pillow 
over his old lubricated head and watching him transition 
from one world into another.

Refrain:

This is just like the time you carved my fist into the 
globe. Right through the old Soviet Union. You trapped 
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my knuckles in there and pulled the globe up and down 
and up and down until finally the sharp edges of the 
severed globe pierced into my skin and my hand bled over 
oceans and continents.

There is no other world inside of this world, you sing.

Across the world they jam bodies into globes, you sing.

We hear them when we are hungry.

We hear them when we put our ears to the hearts of our 
lovers. Our hearts that are filled with evidence of just how 
frozen we are, in our hearts.

Our hearts that beat life into our ruined, molding bodies, 
pumping blood and breath into the whispering absence of 
our remains.



Today is Kenny’s birthday. Let’s muster some empath-
ic vibes for him. Two days ago, his now-ex-partner 

locked him out. After driving to work yesterday to fetch 
his spare apartment key, he completed a small sad chore: 
letting himself in and gathering the last of his belongings. 
Brutal.

They hadn’t been living together fully. Kenny al-
ways kept a microapartment on the hill. As he collected 
his things, the ex’s piqued voice pitched inside Kenny’s 
mind, narrating the dented arc of their relationship. Not 
exactly—the words were Kenny’s, though the voice was 
the ex’s. Which still sounded sweet to Kenny’s ear, a little 
breathy and full of space as it told how his remaining pos-
sessions—a towel, a set of stacking tiffins, and a 5-gallon 
fish tank—were stupid objects to own.

The towel was stained in the middle with a dun col-
ored, roughly rectangular shape, dating from the time he, 
Kenny, had gone to the ER (vomiting spells after a meal at 
L’Ecole Culinaire). The tiffins he had purchased in a mood 

Happy Birthday Kenny C.
Stacey Levine
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of naïve assumption that the couple would have a bustling, 
functional kitchen teeming for years with parties and food. 
And the fish tank: if you’re going to have a tank, why not a 
10-, 15-, or 20-gallon? A 5-gallon is cruel and cuts the fish-
es’ lives’ experiences to nadirs of squeezed disappointment.

As the couple fought in the apartment last week, some-
one, maybe the ex, screamed, “I’d rather have scleroderma 
than live with you!” as Kenny bolted outside for air. Then 
the ex locked him out. Kenny’s keys were inside. He slept 
on the neighbor’s couch with that infamous torn-hole feel-
ing in his chest.

On Saturday he received a text: “Yr fishtank a holy 
mess. Dumped the water gave your fish to Chrissie. Come 
get yr shit tomorrow. I won’t be home.”

Sweaty Kenny’s disappointed face over the empty tank 
which his ex had drained. A ledge of dried gravel inside. 
Atop the gravel, Kenny saw a damp plastic bag, and upon 
the bag: a dead ghost shrimp. This is a small, transparent 
creature, a bottom feeder, scavenger, algae eater.

Kenny did not know how it had died, near-invisible 
thing. He thought it probably escaped the ex’s notice while 
he collected all the fish and poured the water away. Ken-
ny wouldn’t have thought anything worse. No one, in his 
mind, would murder a delicate aquarium creature.

The dead shrimp’s antenae and forelegs extended lax 
on the bag. The tiny midgut: spotted with inky dots, previ-
ous meals visible within. We all carry half-digested chyme 
inside to keep ourselves alive.

Kenny touched the shrimp. Dry. It resembled those in 
grocery store packages. Kenny reached for the kitchen fau-
cet to scoop water onto the dead shrimp. Then more water.
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How full of hope he is. Kenny likes to see things live.
Of course the shrimp came back to life. It lived. These 

outsized-good things, small yet big things, always happen 
to Kenny with his ethereal, unearthly core. Carrying the 
plastic bag across the room carefully as if it were a crys-
tal carafe. Down the stairs and out the apartment door. 
Aquatic creatures can’t tolerate chlorinated water, everyone 
knows. Kenny on his knees, grasping the grass’s dew with 
his fingers, flicking that paucity onto the shrimp. Run-
ning to the rain barrel in the neighbor’s yard. Gushing the 
shrimp with the water—not so cold.

The shrimp’s digestive tube pulsed as Kenny watched. 
His little smile upticked. The shrimp kicked. That was the 
song it sang. The shrimp loved the bag.

Kenny has always moved forward every day, lean-
ing into the wind. He called to tell me he’d come collect 
the rest of his fish. At home he restored the fishtank and 
dropped the lone shrimp in, transparent creature that never 
needed to learn how to die and live.

The ex texted Kenny: “But for three years you were my 
oxygen.” Kenny thought this might be an apology. Gazing 
to a framed photo on his wall that contained an image of 
the back of the ex’s head. All that curly hair. Billowed up-
per layers, deep tracts of undercurls, gold, solar-bright. The 
ex had been mean and jibing more often than not. Kenny 
had put up with too much.

Happy birthday Kenny.

Special thanks: PKL



Have You 
Thanked Yourself

Sodéh Negintaj

do you remember yourself?
Saturday Shahrivar the third1 with stiff knees
sprawled in patient clothing
with Nars
with Samira
with a few others who shone flashlights at the golden stall 
by the Hemmat Highway
with your long-gone-dead suffering that passed you by on 
a motorbike
with your dead friend’s head stuck in the hinge of the car
        was laughing and was nothing 
but a funny hand light in the hand of another dead
that made-happy
that defective miss
flung into the scraps of moon and visits and turkey stew
that lonesome sweetheart
with a treasure of grasses and glasses
that flashing signal light that was swollen in the bed and 
remembered you

Translated by Edited by
Alireza Taheri Araghi Drew Kalbach
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you soared and remembered it
Ana Ana Ana
have you thanked yourself
and the house from the Saljuqi era that pissed in a chest
skinnier and skinnier and skinnier
and the trembling that flung you from terrace to terrace 
and from there to another and from there to another
lavender and green and sometimes even white
and who the fuck do you think you really are
but the roar after the Barcelona game
but continual late payment notices
and an eye in which there was nothing but dusty metal
and nothing
and really nothing
do you even remember me
cute and dumbass, with a neck longer than the galaxy
standing in front of Sadi Hospital with legs and arms and 
shoulder and ass
smoking and laughing on the trunk of your car with sev-
en sequins in my neck
saying, I’ll crawl to Sadi in August and be back
what do you even remember except the tree and the sky 
and your pain
who do you even remember except the sound of that door 
that opened and closed opened and closed opened and 
closed
do you remember me, as if you were sunk in the ugly 
swivel chair barking orders
get my pills
get my dentures
get a handful of storks and stars
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get the rope
get the lighter
get my key
get my chocolate
get my bugle
get my glamor
get my wings
get my fighter
get my grave
go now go go go
go and leave the door ajar



The Call of Bagpipes
Sheryl St. Germain

Excuses

Say you were nervous, your husband’s ex-wife was com-
ing for dinner, your new step children were going to 

be there, you were cooking and started with the wine too 
early, say you like to drink wine while cooking and didn’t 
realize how much you were drinking, say everyone stayed 
too long and you didn’t realize how much you were drink-
ing, say you don’t like being around lots of people and 
drinking makes it easier, say you are more interesting when 
you drink, say everyone else is more interesting when you 
drink, say an old friend was visiting and you didn’t realize 
how much you were drinking, say everyone else was drink-
ing, you were just trying to keep up and didn’t realize how 
much you were drinking, say you feel like dancing when 
you drink, say you were preparing for a date and wanted to 
feel sexy, say you were sad because you hadn’t heard from 
your son in a long time, or upset because you’d had an 
argument with a friend or had a bad day in general. It was 
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raining, snowing, sleeting, too hot, too cold, say you want-
ed to celebrate your birthday or someone else’s birthday, say 
it was Thanksgiving or St. Patrick’s Day or Valentine’s Day 
or just a regular day when you felt lonely or happy. Say you 
had a bad day writing or teaching, say you didn’t realize 
you’d drunk the whole bottle, say surely you hadn’t drunk 
the whole bottle, say you’re sure there’s still some left.

Denials

Don’t believe it when your son says you sometimes slur 
your words, don’t believe it when your husband and 

ex-husband say it. Swear you would have noticed it if you 
had been slurring. Tell them to tape you the next time. Feel 
triumphant when no one takes you up on it. Tell yourself 
blackouts are normal, it’s fine not to remember things as 
long as it’s only a few times a year, even blackouts are okay 
in moderation. You are productive at work, impeccably so-
ber when you need to be, what does it matter what you do 
at home? You usually only drink a couple of glasses of wine 
to unwind, so it’s okay to sometimes drink until you are 
sick; throwing up gets the poisons out, and if it’s only once 
or twice a year, nothing to worry about. You’re not a public 
drunk like your father.

It doesn’t really matter that you have Hepatitis, that 
your liver is weakened and your doctor has said you should 
stop drinking, because you found a nurse who told you 
a glass of wine every now and again would be okay, and 
anyway there’s no real proof that drinking will make your 
liver any worse than it already is. And you have lived long 
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enough, you tell yourself, do you really need to live anoth-
er thirty years? Wouldn’t twenty be enough? What does it 
matter if your liver shorts out a bit early? You don’t want to 
be stumbling around at 80, right?

What To Call Yourself

Someone who likes to drink a lot, someone who knows 
how to hide how much she drinks, someone who is very 

good at hiding how much she drinks, someone who miss-
es alcohol as you would miss the kindest, most forgiving 
mother in the world. A drinker, a wine lover. Someone 
who’s forgotten where the off button is. Daughter, grand-
daughter of a drunk.

When you finally stop drinking, say you are allergic to 
wine, say it makes you sick, say you are taking some kind 
of medicine that doesn’t mix well with it, say not tonight, 
say maybe later, say not now, say sorry, say you can’t, say no 
not even a little, say no, not even champagne, say no, not 
even a taste of your fine cognac, your special home-made in 
France wine, your grand cru whatever, say you don’t know 
the meaning of a little.

The Basement

One morning you wake to find yourself unusually sore. 
You get up to make coffee and find bruises on your 

wrists. Your husband isn’t speaking to you at first. When 
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you hand him his coffee he says you don’t remember last 
night, do you? And you do remember, some of it, you re-
member you cooked dinner for 12 people, you remember 
you started cooking around 4:00, started drinking around 
5:00, and that at some point after dinner when everyone 
was still hanging around you sensed you’d had too much 
and excused yourself to go to bed. You had thought you 
were being mature, you had thought it best to retire rather 
than be told later that you were slurring your speech or that 
you did something for which you might be ashamed. You 
had been proud of yourself: this was the key, you thought, 
just go to bed when it seems like you’ve had enough.

But now your husband tells you that you woke up later, 
walked downstairs naked, to the first floor and then down 
into the basement. Everyone was gone, he says, but can 
you imagine if they had all still been there (his ex-wife, 
your grown children). You kept wanting to go down, he 
says, you kept looking for stairs that went from the base-
ment into the earth, stairs that didn’t exist. He tried to get 
you to go upstairs but you yelled at him, he says, you told 
him to leave you alone, then, after a futile search for the 
stairs that would take you further down into some unimag-
inable darkness you started to climb back up to the second 
floor bedroom, but you started to fall down the stairs. He 
grabbed you to break the fall, he says, thus the bruises. You 
remember nothing, not the waking, not the walking, not 
the wanting to descend deeper into the earth, not the fall-
ing, not the grabbing.

Somehow this story makes you feel worse than the ones 
from when you were much younger, the ones when you 
woke up with someone whose name you didn’t remember, 
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having forgotten every word that had passed between you, 
every intimacy. Then, it was just regret that you’d had sex 
with this person you’d wanted to sleep with so much, this 
person to whom you were so deeply attracted, you’d had 
perhaps wonderful earth-moving, ecstatic sex, but you re-
membered nothing, no kiss, no touch, no undressing, no 
whispered words, nothing.

You wonder how much deeper you might have tried 
to go if your husband hadn’t been there to stop you, if you 
would have clawed at the cement or found the ax and tried 
to chop out a hole to reach that bottom you seemed so hell-
bent on reaching.

You don’t really know what makes this time so much 
more special than any other time, but within a day you 
have decided. You will not walk naked and oblivious again 
on any fucking steps, you will not try to dig your way to 
more fucking darkness, you will not fall down another set 
of steps without being fully fucking conscious, you will not 
fall, yet, into any fucking good night. 

Eighteen Months Later

It’s spring, and you’re in a remote mountain village in the 
south of France. You are soaking in a bathtub full of lav-

ender bubbles, a bar of violet-scented soap at hand, you are 
looking out of this many-windowed 12th century chateau 
at the valley below, the mountains, the rain that is pouring 
down, the lightening that is sometimes illuminating every-
thing, listening to the thunder that’s barking across the val-
ley, the rain pounding the trees and the creek below. And 
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you wish, as you have wished every day for the last year and 
a half, that you had a glass of wine, just one, something 
white and maybe a little buttery, a chardonnay or maybe 
something lighter, sweeter, a good Reisling, something like 
summer, which is almost here. But you will not have a glass 
of wine, at least not today, although you are in a country 
that loves wine, although this valley and the one next and 
the one next are filled with ripening grapes that will be 
made into wine that you will not have.

You will drink nothing that will make this bath seem 
more than what it is: the bubbles just bubbles, the scent 
lavender and violet, nothing more, nothing less. The rain 
is rain, no wine will make it seem better or worse or some-
thing else. The thunder will roar as thunder does. No glass 
of wine will help you smile, will relax you enough so that 
you can feel more than you do at this very moment: how 
lucky you are to be here, atop a mountain in a 12th century 
chateau with lavender bubbles and violet soap watching a 
thunderstorm develop under your eyes.

And when you get out of the bath and dry off, and look 
at your body in the mirror, no glass of wine will make it 
seem more or less than what it is, the body of an ordinary 
older woman. Sober, you will dry yourself off, dress, and 
open the windows wide so that you can smell the rain, the 
grass and the trees, hear more clearly the voice of the thun-
der, the rushing of the creek, drunk with rain.

You Think you have Become Anti-Social

Since you’ve stopped drinking. Parties no longer interest 
you, not even dinner parties, where everyone lingers too 
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long and drinks wine while you sit there wanting to go off 
and read or write or play video games or check email or 
just about anything rather than sit here socializing with 
people who are drinking. You don’t understand anymore 
why people just don’t eat, have coffee or tea, and then go 
home. You wish they would go home. Even here, at this 
writer’s retreat in the south of France, everyone gathers to 
drink wine at night. You can hear them, under your win-
dow, laughing and talking. You don’t join them. At night 
you sleep well. They do not, and you want to tell them that 
they might sleep better if they didn’t drink as much but 
you keep your mouth shut because you know this is about 
you, not them. Your husband sometimes joins them, and 
sometimes he comes back to the bed a bit drunk. He leaves 
bottles of wine in the room, full and empty. You try not to 
care, you tell yourself this is your problem, not his, but the 
bottles bother you and the drinking bothers you and some-
times you hate yourself—what kind of boring, judgmental 
person have you become? Your husband is mostly loving 
and affectionate but you don’t understand how he can not 
understand that you have this sleeping monster inside of 
you, that you are doing your best to keep it down, but it’s 
snarling, raging, and you don’t know why he can’t hear.

Lo Camin de la Ceba

It’s windy and threatening rain, but that hasn’t stopped 
them. Today, May 15th, is the day of the ancient on-

ion walk from Mazamet, a village some twenty kilometers 
away, to this one, Labastide Esparbairenque. Every year for 
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as long as anyone can remember the Occitan villagers have 
walked to Labastide to buy onion plants, then stayed until 
evening to drink and eat, play music and dance. I gather 
with them now outside the village church of St. André , 
where the wind is bossing us around, but no one is leaving.

The sound of bagpipes fills the valley. A few villagers 
are playing the crabas,bagpipes made out of whole skins 
of white goats. When they blow, the bodies seem to come 
alive again, grow fat, almost whole, headlessly piping drone 
and melody at once. There is nothing, nothing, like the 
sound of a bagpipe. The drone echoes without interruption 
like a sweet, deep melancholy you don’t want to let go of, 
an unexpected rhyming, a vibrating in sinew and bone, a 
sudden and lingering breath, an awareness in the muscles 
of heart and eye, an ohhhhhhmmmmmmmm that will not 
be ignored, and you wonder what insight or madness you 
might come to if you listened long enough to the drone of 
a bagpipe. Against it, the chanter pipes its brave and clear 
melody. The two sounds, one like a dirge, one like a dance, 
speak as one voice, one instrument, the only instrument 
you know that has two such different voices.

There is free wine, and someone is grilling sausages. 
Someone else is frying potatoes, someone else selling bread 
and crepes. Someone is selling honey made from mountain 
acacia, thyme soap and chestnut butter, and someone is, of 
course, selling onion plants. Groups of families are spread 
out on blankets all along the mountain in the shadow of 
the church and its cemetery. Children and dogs are run-
ning everywhere, stealing sausages from each other as the 
crabas fill every unspoken-for cranny of this valley with 
drone and melody. Old ladies in church dresses smile, stand 
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straight and proud with the help of canes. French men with 
red berets sit, drinking wine and smoking, some speaking 
French, some Occitan. On one side of the church laughing 
families, on the other, the cemetery for their dead. The two 
voices of the bagpipe seem appropriate for both picnic and 
funeral.

You wander among the living, part of you happy to be 
here, part of you feeling blessed to be among these friend-
ly, wine-drinking Ocs. You buy onion plants and honey, 
chestnut butter. You chomp down on a French bread sau-
sage sandwich, listening with both glee and sadness to the 
goat-pipes. Anyone who doesn’t feel both the urge to dance 
and the urge to cry when listening to bag pipes is not really 
listening.

The other part of you, the darker one, comes alive 
whenever you walk past the free wine, you could have one, 
she says, just one, look how small the glasses are, no one 
knows you’re here, no one would know, no one. She is not 
happy, the dark one, with anything, not the honey, not the 
soap, not the sausages or bread or the hopeful onion plants 
you have stuck into the coat of your jacket. She doesn’t like 
the music, she doesn’t like the people, the church or the 
cemetery, she only wants one thing,just one.

Later, you walk home with your onion plants, the hon-
ey, chestnut butter and your miserable dark self, you walk 
away from the festival, away from the music, through the 
ally of thousand-year old cypresses that leads toward your 
summer home here. You crumple into bed, exhausted with 
listening, exhausted with the effort of not drinking.

Eighteen months, you say to the dark one, as you try 
for sleep, eighteen months it’s been. When will you leave 
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me alone.
You sleep, finally, rolling, during the night over onto 

the onion plants you’d thrown onto the bed. In your 
dreams you hear the call of the bagpipes. Everything smells 
like onions, even the breath of the dark one, who visits you, 
as always: I’ll never leave you, she drones, I’m unending, 
without stop, without pause, without yield, without period. 
I’m you. I’m here for good.

Play whatever melody you like.



Your Mediterranean 
Warms Me

Shahram Shahidi

every other dress button of yours
do . . . undo
and do my eyes open to the warm Mediterranean of yours
Damascus is sitting on your two brown tacks
when the wind blows
the turmoil of your white dress leads its streets to distur-
bance
         in a muggy afternoon

buttons I have counted that cover
your summer afternoon nakedness
         from the Cairo of my eyes

you become Beirut and when you jump up to the sound 
of crows that
caw caw
         and the news in the air hanging . . . is a man they 
are killing in Kahrizak

Translated by Edited by
Alireza Taheri Araghi Jayme Russell



Your Mediterraniean Warms Me

114

it’s all in the paper:
Bab al-Azizia Walls Still Afraid of Dogs
Bu Sa’id Clouds Get to My Homeland Tomorrow

last button of your dress . . . will get undone in Tehran



What is a strand of golden hair doing in the bathroom 
sink of an all-brown household? This is the ques-

tion on Mother’s mind as she stands before the basin to 
wash her hands. It lies in the drain, coiled like a centipede, 
shimmering in the lazy sunlight of a Sunday afternoon. 
Mother gingerly lifts the strand and uncoils it, spreading 
her arms apart to hold it taut. It is long, too long to fit in a 
single gaze; her eyes traverse its length, left hand to right. 
Bright and glistening gold.

They have never had any foreign visitors, they have no 
foreign friends. As far as she knows.

She knows that there are certain kinds of white men 
who wear their blond hair long, in a ponytail or open like a 
foreign Bhadrakali, but she is certain that it is from a wom-
an’s scalp. She winds the ends of the hair around her index 
fingers and yanks firmly. See, it does not snap: a woman’s 
hair, she confirms, even though her own hair is thinning 
and breaks quite easily. Turning, too. The henna is color-
ing it a dull maroon that announces age as loudly as white. 

Golden
K Vish
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She should switch to dye.
This could also have been dyed. But no, it shines with 

the certainty of real gold. She would test it with her teeth 
if she could.

Father and Son are in the living room, watching crick-
et.

Do we know any foreigners? she asks them.
There are many kinds of foreigners, but only one kind 

really. There are Chinese and there are Africans and there 
are Foreigners, from Foreign. White skin, blue eyes, blond 
hair.

Neither Father nor Son replies.
They are much more common now, foreigners. So 

many five-star hotels in the city, are they full of Indians 
or what? Still, not so common to be leaving hairs in one’s 
drain.

Mother spools the hair around her left index finger as 
she ponders the possibilities. Father is not a cheater. She 
finds it odd that she even considers this. Not because he is 
a man of integrity; he simply has no will to cheat. He never 
chate anyone in his life.

Chate, bate. Yesterday my husband bate me, Mrs. 
Neighbour confides in her sometimes. She is only slightly 
distressed when she says it. Not bruised or anything. The 
Neighbours are Northies but they are decent folks, thinks 
Mother. Not prone to scandal. Mr. Neighbour must mean 
no harm.

Mother consoles Mrs. Neighbour and thinks at least 
it’s some kind of attention, which is more than what Father 
gives her. When she leaves, Mother goes into the bathroom 
and gives herself a few hard slaps on her bum and savors 
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the sting.
Has Son found some foreign girl to do foolings around 

with? Come now, really. All that boy cares for is cricket and 
PS3. Come home from college PS3. Friends come over PS3 
PS3. Full weekend PS3 PS3 PS3. Dishoom dishoom drrr 
drrr. Unless its cricket, and that’s usually only when Father 
wants to watch it. When she asks Son to stop with the 
games, he makes a noncommittal sound. She tells Father to 
ask him to stop and he tells him porum da padi da do you 
want to fail again and he says five minutes five minutes and 
five minutes come and go and he is still drrr drrr dishoom 
dishoom.

No, that boy has no time for or interest in girls, local 
or imported.

She thinks of the days when she composed Son as he 
swelled in her, not long before she stopped going to work, 
a line of verse for every bus stop on her daily commute. 
What’s the use of poetry, it never comes out the way you 
want it, only embarrasses you afterwards.

She stands behind Father and Son. Look here, she 
says, holding out her finger with the golden hair wrapped 
around it. Look here I said!

Plktsch, Father says, not ungluing, Paadupaduthathey.
Four thirty is time for tea and bondas. Mother mashes 

the potatoes, spices them, rolls them into little balls be-
tween her fingers. Then she covers them in batter and deep 
fries them until they are crisp. And golden.

Cheat chate, beat bate, eat ate.
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Art (detail) by Neda Kian

Neda Kian
[Artwork]



Dance of the Adders
Stephanie Dickinson

1. Scratchy Messages

This week I’ve forgotten to go to school and missed 
three days. They won’t try to hold me back because 

I’m the rare thirteen-year-old who knows the habits of ga-
zelles. We kept two from Bahawalpur here for a month. 
They grazed between my bed and the card table, trembling 
in their shyness, their ringed horns curving backward. I’ve 
watched parrot eggs hatch. The chicks are long-legged like 
ballerinas. That first blink is something to see. I cry every 
time. I tickle golden Gavrail’s underbelly, and then he slips 
from his branch onto my hand. He is hungry; he’s more 
playful when his appetite begins to open and he’s wonder-
ing if my tickle finger might be dinner. The sensors in his 
upper jaw hone in on warm-blooded objects. The eyelash 
viper might be the most beautiful snake in the world. His 
skin is a mesmerizing yellow, and horned scales grow above 
each eye like a girl’s lashes. I spend hours staring at him. If 
he’s hot and musky smelling, I give him a sink shower. If 
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he shivers I turn up his space heater and his skin glows as 
if each scale is a golden lantern. He’s like no other captive, 
cold-blooded being I’ve met. He shows me affection. I love 
him almost more than Spas, my poppa.

“Raina, in the kitchen!” Spas calls out from the hall-
way. ”We have to talk!”

I ignore him while I tend to my best friend. Even with 
the heat lamp on it gets cold this far north in November 
and my body warmth entices Gavrail. I wear the same coral 
tank top whenever I’m with him in the bathroom where he 
lives in an ornamental tree next to the tub’s trickling wa-
ter. The motion of his rough scales (definitely not smooth, 
more like Velcro) on my bare shoulders makes me laugh. 
Like a scratchy message. Through my skin he reads my 
messages back to him. My classmates might find it strange 
that I’ve helped smuggle, and then lived with boa constric-
tors and rare turtles. I fall in love with the captives and 
never want them to leave; I become their little mother. I 
tell them how sorry that instead of moist rain forest, their 
world is now a walk-up tenement apartment in lower Man-
hattan. “Your basic slum,” Spas likes to say, “but the rent is 
right.” In school I’m the tallest girl and taller than half the 
boys. I have blue eyes [father Bulgarian] set in double lids 
[mother Han Chinese] and short black hair [mother] and 
long legs [father]. Most mixed race kids are pretty but not 
me. I look botched. If I arrived on a plate I’d be sent back 
to the kitchen. My mother must not have liked what she 
saw since she left me with Spas before I could talk. No one 
looks at me but to laugh except Gavrail. 

“RAINA! In the kitchen. NOW!”  Spas thunders.
“There’s a storm coming,” I tell Gavrail. “Her name is 



Stephanie Dickinson

121

The Bombshell. Number 1, we eat only take-out around 
here and Spas is in the kitchen cooking. Number 2, I think 
he’s trying to foist a mother on me as if it’s not way too late 
for something asinine like that.” My friend doesn’t answer 
but he understands. 

2. Dengue Fever

The bathroom door swings open. It’s my poppa Spas, 
a human male in an apron, boxers, a muscle shirt 

and bare feet. A band-aid decorates his big toe where a 
deranged parrot took a taste while Spas napped. Gavrail 
tenses as if the dance of adders is rising inside him. Likely, 
he fears Spas, as the one whose hand plucked him from the 
broad-notched leaves and coarse bark of a palm tree, who 
blind-sided and bagged him. 

My father prefers being called Spas instead of Poppa, 
since it makes him feel younger than his 35 years. He waves 
a wooden spoon over his head and slaps his palm with it. 
“Three days, kid! Denge fever! The school nurse called to 
say they can’t let you back in until the Public Health gives 
an okay. I told her you’ll be in Monday if I have to carry. 
You aren’t sick, you’ve been vaccinated. A liar, that’s what’s 
wrong with you.” He’s all soft black curls that fall into his 
blue eyes like overhanging lilacs and some women melt 
over his looks. I don’t see it. Braces crisscross his teeth try-
ing to pull together the space that used to separate his two 
fronters. If we’re in a pinch with a custom official and it’s a 
female, he’ll let loose a bit of charm, and then he’ll wink. 
This year we could afford braces because last year was our 
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best—he smuggled a baby tiger in my suitcase, showing air-
port security his daughter’s adorable stuffed animal asleep 
on top of her nightie. Hide in plain sight. That’s the ticket. 
And make sure airport security and the IRS get their cut. 
And La Leona Eco Lodge that offers nature’s bio-diversity 
to those with hard currency. We’ve perfected smuggling 
live snakes, fish, and birds across borders. We’re good, too, 
with mammals and butterflies. Officials search for metal 
and sharp objects and heroin, not feathers and fins. I’ve 
flown wearing prize pigeons in my socks. Once we boarded 
a plane wearing sixteen green tree pythons each.

“Denge Fever, Raina? Three days! Public Health!”
“I was sick. It was a girl thing.” That’s all I usually have 

to say to shut my pops up about hygiene or healthier living 
highlights. This time it doesn’t; his mouth goes on. He 
wipes his free hand on his apron. 

 

3. Rikers

I have no warm-blooded brothers or sisters. No friends. I 
have only the captives. They don’t stay. Sometimes they 

sicken from loneliness before Spas sells them, and when 
that happens I ask to die instead of them. After Mr. Bolly 
arranges a buyer, they vanish. Not Gavrail though. “His 
buyer croaked,” Spas cheerily mentioned two weeks ago. 
“Bolly will find another buyer pronto.” I balled my fists, 
thrust out my chin. “No, Spas, I’m keeping him.” Gavrail 
is coiled on my outstretched arm, his beautiful head rest-
ing on my shoulder. “You are the first captive I’ve named. 
Gavrail, hero of God.
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“You want to get us thrown into Rikers? How about 
Child Services taking you over or maybe you’d like to be 
tossed into a foster home? We don’t need any suspicious 
eyes pointed our way. And you might as well sleep in the 
viper’s tree for all I see of you. Ask yourself if all this atten-
tion to Gavrail might be hurting Marco Polo’s feelings.”  
Spas approaches the terrarium set on two step ladders 
where Marco Polo, the legal Royal Python we’ve had for 
years lives. “Hey, kiddo,” Spas addresses him. Marco’s in 
his blue phase, meaning his skin is beginning to shed and 
his eyes bulge, filmed with a bluish membrane. Spas’s eyes 
are that same twilight blue-grey and he admits there’s a 
family resemblance. “Yes, you’re my brother.” My poppa fa-
vors Marco Polo, who knows he’s just for show, a common 
pet store snake with papers. In his blue phase, he prefers to 
be left alone. I stay in a blue phase year-round.

“Put the viper up and go set the table.”
“It’s supper time.” I tickle Gavrail’s yellow belly and he 

laughs. “I have to feed him first.”
“That devil can go a month without eating.”   
It is always supper time in the rainforest whether the 

sun is rising or setting, whether you hear birds croaking 
like frogs or frogs crying like birds, and whether or not 
you see shining flashes of amphibians like rings on the fat 
fingers of a medieval pope. Rubies and emeralds and sap-
phires sparking the wet forest fungus, appearing as fruit 
and leaf and jewel, never protein. The secret is to be un-
seen. Spas has drilled me in the secrets of mimicry and 
invisibility, that the vulnerable butterflies take on the col-
oration of their poisonous cousins. Under the leaf canopy 
and far from the sun, Spas forbids us to speak and we stand 
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in place letting the vines nuzzle us and insects drink.
Listen, Raina, what’s it going to be next time you call 

in sick to school?”
“Bubonic plague,” I answer.

4. Liar Spawn

I am the spawn of expert liars on both sides and so decep-
tion comes to me naturally. I open my mouth and a bub-

ble of untruth pops out. Both Spas and my Beijing mother 
wanted a fiancé’s visa into the USA and thought the other 
was a citizen. When smuggling animals across borders Spas 
claims he doesn’t need me, but I’ve been helping since I was 
able to walk. Conservancy signs are posted every second 
in the Bosque Tropical Illuvioso. Do not take out animals 
or plants from their natural habitats. Spas always winks 
at such signs and tells me we are affording the captives a 
rare opportunity to immigrate to the richest country in the 
world. Aren’t they all wealthy homes the captives are placed 
in? “It’s a living, Raina, isn’t it? Do you want me to drive 
a cab 16 hours a day and, excuse my language, get hemor-
rhoids in my ass that feel like chili peppers? And besides 
isn’t it fun gaming the Custom officials who are so inter-
ested in our passports that state you are my daughter and 
not a sex slave that they forget to pat me down and they 
never touch you?”

Usually, I pretend to be deaf and use sign language, 
and sometimes I’m blind and groan and let my mouth 
hang open. Spas always tells officials I require a wheelchair. 
Naturally, Gavrail and I were rolled onto the plane first. 
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For the first leg of the journey we traveled with captive Blue 
Morpho butterflies at rest in their netted pouches behind 
my knees, breathing the slight vapor of a sweet death. I 
could feel their colors camouflaging my flesh: pollen-brown 
wings with turquoise bands and vermillion spots; the glass-
winged butterflies trembling like heat lightning, the pale 
green lunas like lit ashes. Each butterfly has its own odor 
and the rooms in our scruffy apartment often exhale the 
muskiness of various serpent and bird and mammal mulch. 

 

5. Deaf and Dumb Customs

Gavrail stays draped around my neck when I join Spas 
in the tiny kitchen with a crooked window, a sink, 

a table, two hanging cupboards, a refrigerator, and a gas 
stove. What’s missing? Countertops. That’s what the bread 
board balanced over the rinse side of the sink passes for. I 
cock my ear to the hiss and sizzle from the cast iron skil-
let. Spas is making a Bulgarian specialty for the Bomb-
shell who goes by a rather common name—Marie. The bat 
cave of a stove doesn’t know what to make of kebapce, the 
grilled sausages and its flying grease. And the skillet that 
only fried eggs visit on a regular basis sputters with excite-
ment as Spas squeezes his tongs around a sausage. Before 
Marie became too friendly with Spas, hardly anyone in our 
neighborhood bothered to think of our existence. 

I take out the green plate and the two brown ones and 
wipe the water spots off the knives and forks. From the 
dusty salad bowl on top the refrigerator I get out the Jacks 
99 cents store bag with the table decorations.
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“No, set the table with the paper plates we bought. 
Then use some elbow grease and wipe your fingerprints 
off the refrigerator. And ditch those taped-up menus, Miss 
Denge Fever.” Spas whistles and jumps back when a grease 
bubble hits his chin. All four gas burners are lit and mak-
ing merry with their blue flame under kettles of sauerkraut, 
potato dumplings, kebapce, and applesauce. 

Spas is becoming an idiot. Since meeting the Bomb-
shell he’s dropped 20 IQ points. He’s been fussing since 
this morning, first spending too much on grass-fed sau-
sage, beef, and pork, and then adding spices too beauti-
ful for the pots in this house. After he broke an egg into 
the mixture, he stirred it for fifteen minutes with his bare 
hands. “Only bare hands will do.”  How disgusting. “You’ll 
see, Raina, how many the Bombshell eats. Just you wait.”

“Don’t be trying to finagle a mother on me, by the 
way.”

“Listen, Raina, no mother would accept you as their 
child. And now you’re going to get us all into trouble if you 
keep skipping school. Next time the principal calls here 
and tells me you have something like the Black Death,” 
he says, “I’m enrolling you in PINS. Persons In Need of 
Supervision.”

“Humph,” I say, knowing Spas hates that word.
“Put Gavrail back into his tree and shut the bathroom. 

The Bombshell will be here in an hour. You’ve got errands 
to run for me.”
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6. Menus

Food for turtles:  Dark leafy greens i.e. collard greens, 
mustard greens, dandelion greens,
Kale, (not the garlicky kind in the E. Houston Street 

Whole Foods salad bar or jalapeños)
Romaine lettuce is okay but not as nutritious as leafy 

greens 
Never ever feed iceberg lettuce. Spinach (rarely) hibis-

cus, grapes, clover, strawberries 
Food for snakes:  Tiny, fluffy mice. Frozen mice: thaw 

overnight in fridge, use zip lock baggies, run hot tap water 
until thoroughly thawed. No boiling water. No microwave.

Robot Mouse Rumba: Warm in oven to body tempera-
ture, hold between tongs and jiggle.

 

7. Nervous and Jerky

Spas is the whistler, the looker, the winker at pretty girls 
on the street, but after marriage to my mother—the 

Chinese liar, the passport forger and in general crook—he’s 
stuck to flirting. He carries the one surviving photograph 
of his mother in his breast pocket. His personal Virgin 
Mary who protects him against snake venom and customs 
agents. His mother on her wedding day poses alone. Her 
eyes, vivid blue like the tunics of medieval jesters, shine 
over her pale pear of a wedding dress. A silver skull cap 
drips rain-shaped beads from silver strands over her fore-
head like a beaded curtain her groom will brush his hands 
through.
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“Just don’t be nervous and jerky around Marie,” Spas 
says. “Be sweet. How you are to customs agents.” He takes 
a sip from his red plastic party cup.

“Humph. The Bombshell’s barely five feet tall,” I 
grouse. “Why do you want someone whose height inter-
feres with her reaching anything on a second shelf?”

“Is it my fault you’re almost as tall as me? You’re a freak 
of nature.”  Spas is trying to re-light the oven pilot with a 
stick of incense. “You know I hate humph’s.” He runs a 
hand through his black curls.

“What’s wrong with you? Are you in love or some-
thing?”

“She is from Sofia and not spoiled like Americans. 
Even the homeless here are rich.”

Her picture’s now Spas’s laptop screensaver.

8. Bollyball

There’s a rap on the door and we freeze. Then we hear 
one finger tapping, three longs and one short. I roll 

my eyes. 
“It’s open,” Spas yells. “Come in, Bolly, and don’t use 

your stupidity code.” 
The door flings itself ajar and in struts Mr. Bolly, 

whose first name is the hated Bobolal, dressed like a gang-
ster retiree in a beige leisure suit and weighed down by a 
black valise. His thick silver hair has been brushed off his 
clay-colored forehead and he looks like Burt Lancaster in 
Atlantic City, an old movie Spas loves. He’s the middle 
man, the one who connects the buyer and the seller, and 
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always receives 30 percent of the sale. “Good evening, Miss 
Raina,” Mr. Bolly says. I hold my breath at his approach. A 
peacock drags his tail because it has so many eyes, and Mr. 
Bolly splashes designer colognes on, one layered over the 
other. “And for the most ravishing girl in Manhattan, may 
I present…” From his valise he proffers a chocolate-cov-
ered strawberry like a velvet casket, a rare brown pearl. I 
bite into the strawberry, not one of those degraded kinds, 
picked green and shot up with red food coloring, and juice 
spurts over my tongue. This strawberry ripened close to the 
musky earth.

“Mmmm,” I say as way of thanks. I don’t ask Spas if 
he’d like a bite.

“What are the three branches of government?” he asks 
as if I’ll get the answer wrong. His posture is straight as 
a barred window: around him swirls the dark of hidden 
money and illicit electronic transactions bouncing from 
satellites in space. 

“Legislative, executive, judiciary,” I answer. 
“How many original USA colonies?” 
“Thirteen?”
He chuckles, “Name them.” The pouches under his 

eyes remind me of saggy backpacks.
“Massachusetts, Rhode Island, New Jersey, New York, 

Delaware, Virginia, North Carolina, Maryland, South 
Carolina, Vermont, New Hampshire, Maine,” I answer, 
then turn my back counting on my fingers to twelve. “And 
Pennsylvania.”

He nods at me and I amble to the cupboard and fetch 
down a red plastic cup and pour in apricot rakiya. Two 
fingers, he’s told me enough times. He’s from Guyana and 
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likes to inform anyone interested that his forebears were 
indentured workers shipped from India to pick the cotton 
and plant the rice and clear the jungle. Mr. Bolly is study-
ing for his citizenship test as well as taking ESL classes, 
although English isn’t his second language. Once I insult-
ed him by asking what language they spoke in Guyana. 
English, he told me. I’ve shared that with Gavrail and it 
amused him.

He sips his drink. “Spas, good news! I have a buyer for 
the eyelash viper. $20,000 is his best offer.”  

The hairs rise on my neck and stand on my head. I pic-
ture seeing Gavrail for the first time. There on a leaf plat-
ter a lizard sat perfectly camouflaged but then flicked his 
tail and that movement gave him away. In the humid air 
where orchids bloomed from vines thick as wrestlers’ arms, 
the yellow viper lifted its head. The jitter of hummingbirds 
and bird cries stopped. A sudden silence. The forest held its 
breath. The yellow eyelash viper snatched the lizard, inject-
ing it with paralyzing poison via its hypodermic fangs, and 
then swallowed. 

“You did well,” Spas says, busy draining bacon grease 
from the iron skillet into a tin can before adding a dollop 
of lard to the boiled sauerkraut. “When will we see the 
money?”

“Tomorrow. I’ll deliver the snake to the Dakota on 
Central Park West,” Mr. Bolly says. “I won’t need you, 
Spas.”  

I lift my eyebrows. That’s not how Spas operates. He’s 
an expert handler; he won’t allow any of these highly en-
dangered creatures to be jostled about. Spas lets out a long 
breath and blows a curl off his forehead. “If anyone delivers 
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the snake, it will be me.” He reaches for his own red plastic 
cup and pours himself three fingers plus of apricot rakiya. 
Like the three-toed Tapir from an ancient mammalian lin-
eage. 

“Really, Spas, I’ll make the delivery.”
A cloud of grease explodes above the skillet. “What’s 

this, Bobolal? From my hands into the buyer’s is how I’ve 
always operated and that it is how I intend to operate. I 
allow no injuries in transport.”

I notice there’s two more bottles on the counter—one 
plum and the other apricot rakiya.

9. Supermodels and Lichen Synagogues

I run my finger through the piles of bright yellow saffron. 
The color of Gavrail. Paprika, red-brown. Turmeric. 

Cumin. I love these spices. Like ground jewels. Spas tells 
me to get my hands out of the goods. “You’re the most 
unsanitary person I’ve ever met.” He has room to talk after 
massaging raw hamburger with his bare hands. 

I’ve been dreaming all week of walking in the wet for-
est, alone except for the captive poison darts and honey-
creepers and rare butterflies that have returned with me 
to the leaves that endlessly trickle rain from tiny troughs. 
I kneel to touch the red-eyed tree frogs, the tiny Anne 
Franks of the lichen and moss synagogues. They remain 
motionless all day long like the Frank family in their attic, 
balled up to hide their blue bellies, keeping their scarlet 
eyes closed. I am at home too in this dripping world. Why 
hasn’t Gavrail come back too?



Dance of the Adders

132

“This gentleman isn’t worried about injuries.” Bolly 
takes a long swallow and makes himself comfortable on a 
stick-like chair that Spas found full of dry rot on the street. 
“He desires only a tidy transaction.” 

A thunderstorm is brewing.
“And I am untidy?” Spas booms. “Ask the customs offi-

cial I walked by wearing Gavrail as my tie, if I am untidy.”  
His forehead has broken into three furrows. “You drink my 
rakiya and then insult me. Tell the buyer to buzz off.”

“I meant only that the buyer, since he is a friend of my 
second cousin, would like to deal with me. He is a hedge 
fund manager and a connoisseur of fine women. He’s dat-
ing a supermodel who loves snakeskin.” Mr. Bolly clears his 
throat, gesturing to me. Bug off, disappear. 

For Gavrail’s sake I stay planted between Mr. Bolly and 
Spas. Human beings bring trouble, especially semi-friendly 
ones. Rule 1 that Spas drilled into me from my knee-high 
time—trust absolutely no one. 

Spas takes out his wallet and peels off four twenties. 
“Raina, get me a cold Coke and two six-packs of ginger ale 
from East Village Farms. No diet anything, understand? 
And pick up a dozen roses while you’re at it. Turn the bou-
quet upside down, shake it first. Make sure none of the 
petals fall off. Pronto!”

I stuff the money in my pocket and walk down the 
hall. I open and close the door, then tiptoe back, holding 
my ears out on stems. 

“The buyer wants the yellow viper’s skin for a size 27” 
waist belt,” Mr. Bolly lowers his voice as if he knows I’m lis-
tening. “A unique gift for the woman who has everything.”

“What?” Spas blurts out, “He wants to turn one of the 
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world’s most coveted snakes into a belt? The guy’s an idiot.”
“$20,000 is a beautiful price. The viper he’d like de-

livered tomorrow freshly killed. Okay, Spas, we’ll go over 
there together. In the morning.”

There’s the sizzle of more sausages hitting the skillet. 
“That’s a waste of a damn priceless animal,” Spas says. “I 
don’t like it. I’m not slaughtering him here, and then get-
ting over to the Dakota, and the idiot’s not at home or he’s 
changed his mind. We’ll dispatch Gavrail in his bathroom. 
Otherwise, forget it.”

10. Bulgaria Calling

I slam a warm coke, two six-packs of diet ginger ale on the 
table. Instead of roses, I’ve chosen lilies—big soggy Eas-

ter lilies, the leaves thick as green waffles. After I rummage 
through the silverware drawer where spoons, forks, silver 
and plastic, have intercourse, I spot my Swiss Army Knife 
and pocket it. Mr. Bolly has poured a whole fist of plum 
liquor and his eyes shine like puddles of purple radiator 
fluid. All the colognes make him smell purple too. I hate 
him. I want him to flunk his citizenship test that he’s ter-
rified of taking. That a cretin like him would have a hand 
in deciding Gavrail’s fate is beyond comprehension. I pray 
to the god of fire ants and serpents to change the eyelash 
viper’s fate. I am the high priestess of amaryllis. 

“What are the first 10 amendments to the Constitution 
called?” Mr. Bolly drunkenly addresses me. It is our game 
and I want to kick his gap-toothed smile in.

“The Bill of Rights,” I say. “The right of freedom of 
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speech, press, religion, peaceable assembly. The right to 
bear arms. The right not to be tried for the same crime 
twice. The right to not be fucked with.”

“Enough!” Bolly interrupts me. “That was very unlady-
like. None of my nieces use vulgarities.”

Mr. Bolly favors getting drunk on other people’s liquor 
and once he begins to talk there is no stopping him. He 
tells me of a mosquito’s kiss spreading affliction. Guyanese 
are industrious especially those of Indian descent. Ameri-
cans, on the other hand, excel at laziness. “That’s why there 
are no USA engineers,” he likes to say. “All Indians and 
Guyanese. All itching lilies and God birds.”     

I tote Bobolah’s valise to the door and drop it on a 
spare pair of Spas’ shoes.

“By the way, Spas, and you too, Mr. Bolly, no one is 
turning Gavrail into a belt for a 27” waist. I will kill any-
one who tries to take him away.” I show them I’m carrying 
my Swiss Army Knife and they know I can throw it. “And 
if Mr. Bolly tries to touch Gavrail, I will cut him from ear 
to ear.”

Spas starts to laugh, a low rumble, then like a train 
screeching away from the subway platform, a knee-slap-
ping, body shaking hilarity. I bite my lip. Blood is rushing 
to my head and I ball my fists. 

Mr. Bolly chuckles. “I have to admit it’s beginning to 
smell good in here.”

“Laugh all you want. I’ve put up with enough. A moth-
er who dumped me, a smuggler for a father, a slum for a 
home, a big body topped by a flat-nosed face like a geneti-
cally modified maraschino cherry. Do I complain? No. I’m 
an earner. Do I ask for clothes and iphones? Never.”
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“Raina, I will buy you an iphone.” Spas opens the oven 
and out comes the aroma of baking bread. Like the lace of 
an Edwardian wedding veil. 

“Spas I didn’t know you were a baker?” Mr. Bolly says, 
taking off his leisure suit jacket and lifting his eyebrows at 
me as if telling me to set him a place at the table. That his 
fat ass, solid as Plymouth Rock, is going nowhere. 

“How would you like it if I cut my own throat? I’ll do 
it.”

Spas offers Mr. Bolly a taste of fresh warm bread and 
worries he might have burnt it. 

 

11. The Bombshell

A paper tablecloth trimmed to resemble lace drapes the 
square table, and in its center an aqua candle inside 

a pink vase flickers. Plastic goblets sit atop aqua napkins 
next to doubled aqua paper plates. All the dinnerware and 
cutlery to match from Jacks 99 cents store. 

“Everything’s disposable except life,” Spas says, open-
ing a bottle of sweet wine.

Marie is late and Mr. Bolly has already eaten five sau-
sages and polished off two fluffy dumplings and the bottle 
of plum liquor. He snores from the daybed in the living 
room between the empty bird cages and terrariums. 

Then the doorbell.
Marie arrives in a strapless black cocktail dress with a 

sheer net showing off her shoulders. Her face shines with 
goodwill. “Greetings to you, Spas,” she says, gifting my 
poppa a wrapped package that contains another bottle of 
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plum rakiya. “And greetings to you, Raina,” she beams, 
handing me the plate of baklava she’s made. I can smell the 
honey and raisin through the saran wrap. Marie smells like 
honey and raisin, too. When she smiles you think you’ve 
eaten baklava. She’s also brought two thermoses of cold yo-
gurt and dill soup that I dip my finger in. One taste makes 
me a believer and I go for the wooden spoon. Dark blond 
hair curls at the lobes of her smallish ears that remind me 
of pink shells, and her brown eyes (gold-flecked like some-
one dusted them with glitter) smile too. Even her upturned 
nose and medium-sized pillow lips, their corners upturned 
unlike my corners that Spas claims are downturned and 
a curse from my hornet of a mother, give off sunbeams. 
Good riddance. The pleasure Spas takes in the sight of her 
brightens his blue eyes. He’s smitten and that’s obvious. He 
smoothes his black curls, especially the ringlets that fall in 
his eyes. 

“You’re an Eastern European bombshell,” he says, be-
side himself.

“Oh, don’t be silly,” she laughs.
She wants to help serve dinner and asks me if I have a 

hair clip. A laugh pops out of me considering I’ve always 
cut my hair at the barber Spas frequents. I offer a long bob-
bie pin I use for the Robot Mouse Rumba and help sweep 
her hair up off her neck and into the pin so tendrils creep 
down her nape and her temples. Modest hair roots I bet 
Spas wants to whisper to or blow on.

“You could easily fit under Spas’s arm,” I tell her and 
she giggles. “He’s smuggled wild animals larger than you 
through customs of a dozen countries.”

“My daughter is a wild animal herself. She escaped 
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from a pet store and claims to be related to me.”
Yes, Marie’s pretty face stands out because it appears 

quiet rather than noisy. The most beautiful girls sometimes 
stop being pretty when their mouths open. That counts 
for men too. Marie’s like a patch of buzzing soft grass you 
want to lie down in. Her small feet have selected high heels 
to enter our apartment and I doubt her shapely thighs and 
buttocks could shoehorn themselves inside the skinny jeans 
favored by the party girls. I can’t deny her look of tranquil-
ity: the look you sometimes see on animals when they are 
at rest.

“Do you like school?” she asks.
That must be the stupidest question to ask an ugly 

mixed race kid.
“I’m an unattractive thirteen-year-old who nobody 

likes and that includes my teachers. I’ve been suspended 
twice for fighting.”

Her quiet smile spreads from her lips into her 
gold-flecked eyes. “Oh, I hated school too. My front teeth 
were knocked out by the handle of the butter crank. It was 
three years before I could earn my own money and afford 
my two front teeth. The boys called me the toothless milk-
maid.”

“Would you like to meet my pet snake?” 
The shy smile doesn’t leave her face but she glances at 

Spas who shakes his head. Is that a negative or an affirma-
tive.

“I’ve named him Gavrail after my Bulgarian grandfa-
ther who lived in a mud-and-wattle house with forty birds 
and all you heard were wings. He’d retired from snaring 
wild birds for wealthy Russians, repented, and went on 
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his knees before his winged roommates to ask forgiveness. 
‘Spas, someday you’ll repent too. You’ll see,’ he’d prophe-
sied.”

12. Hazelnut Marmalade

Spas is loading up Marie’s plate with sauerkraut and 
dumplings and now the entrée. The chef ’s specialty. 
“I hope you like meats, Marie. The kebapce is 60% 

pork and 40% beef.” I excuse myself, letting them know 
it’s time to feed Gavrail, the most beautiful snake Spas has 
ever liberated from the rainforest. Most times I feel like lib-
erating myself from stupid civilization. You’re just unlucky, 
Spas likes to say, you’re at the unlucky age. I’m unlucky 
whenever my age is an odd number.

“Luck is very much a part of success in our business,” 
I tell Marie.

“What business would that be?”
“Exotic animal foster care,” Spas interjects. He’s 

changed out of his apron and put on pressed black trousers 
and a long sleeved white shirt cuffed to the elbows. Like a 
waiter at a pricey dive. Spas serves himself the meat dish 
and the sauerkraut drizzled with lard; he fills her plastic 
goblet with plum rakiya and they toast. The candlewick 
flickers like last rites at a Babylonian tomb. A ziggurat. I 
could draw a bubble around both their heads. Spas could 
tell her we are in the business of promoting jellyfish soufflé 
or importing giant cicadas that resemble torpedo-penises 
and spurt bug brains—pure proteins and considered an 
aphrodisiac in Korea. 
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Keeping my back to the table, I go into the freezer and 
remove the zip lock baggy where Gavrail’s dinner awaits 
its resurrection. I intend to unthaw the white mouse on a 
cookie tin. The tiny pink nose, the white whiskers look like 
they belong to an angel. I set the thermostat low. Then I fill 
my pink paper plate with everything but the meats. 

“You have unusual eyes,” Marie says to me in her warm 
voice that could simmer the applesauce Spas left on the 
stove. 

I look down at my plate and the scrambled remains of 
a fluffy dumpling. Marie is nice. “My eyes are bluish, and 
then turn gold, not the shocking yellow of Gavrail’s scales, 
but somewhere between hazelnut and marmalade. They’ve 
seen tree boas squeeze the life from lizards and swallow 
them. I understand that all life is like that—bigger mouths 
eating smaller mouths. It isn’t a kind-hearted universe and 
I’ve accepted that.”

Marie giggles, “Spas, your daughter is very smart. My 
goodness.”

“Goodness, she is not. Try badness.”
“He worships you, Marie,” I say, not caring if I em-

barrass Spas. “We first saw you in a red skirt and a short 
leather jacket. Spas stopped dead in his tracks.”

“Oh, Spas, you are badness too. Such a flirt.”
We’ve hardly started on our baklava and Bulgarian 

coffee when the buzzer rings. It is a bicycle messenger for 
Mr. Bolly, who has to be shaken awake and walked into 
the foyer. He opens the door for an envelope and parcel, 
and then closes it. “The timing on our delivery has been 
moved up,” he tells Spas, plucking a plastic goblet from 
the counter and pouring himself plum liquor. He taps the 
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edge of the sink with his index fingernail, buffed and long 
with a purple half-moon of cuticle. The rest of his nails are 
blunt cut; only one is manicured into a dagger. “The buyer 
has arranged for his craftsperson to pick up the item at 
8:00 a.m. He would like us to arrive well in advance of that 
deadline.” Mr. Bolly uses his dagger to slit his parcel apart. 
“And for the most gorgeous woman on three continents, I 
have special delivery ordered a deluxe Godiva strawberry.” 
He’s presenting the chocolate pearl to Marie, whose eyes 
are aglow but hardly straying from Spas face. “Spas, the 
buyer would like the item brought over well before blue 
dawn.”

Spas nods, “No problem, buddy.”
Deadline. I’ll show them, I think, biting my lip, and 

then marching to the oven to retrieve Gavrail’s dinner.
The Bombshell has to use the lady’s room. Although 

she argues that two snakes don’t frighten her, Spas says he 
cannot allow her in the exotic animal bathroom. Listen, the 
Soviets stole her grandfather’s farm. Her grandmother died 
in a Communist prison between walls of seven-foot stone. 
Spas insists on escorting Marie next door to use Frank the 
Fisherman’s bathroom. 

I take out the cookie platter from the oven and turn off 
the stove. The mouse has bloomed in its purity, in its white-
ness and pinkness. “That item is my best friend. You’ll take 
Gavrail over my dead body.”

He continues to tap his fingernail on the metal edge of 
the sink “Do you think Marie liked her Godiva? I’ve found 
that most girls do. But this one—your father’s right—is a 
bombshell.”

“Go to hell, Bobolal,” I say, squeezing the thawed 
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mouse like a white rose made of frosting between tongs. I 
shake the poor innocent in Mr. Bolly’s moon face.

13. Angel Food

I turn on the space heater and call for Gavrail. He senses 
my vibrations. It’s time to go home, Gavrail, yes, back 

to the rainforest, where this bathroom will seem like an 
awful dream. There you can forget this cold place with 
its pretend heat. His triangle-shaped head watches from 
his ornamental tree, his pupils like cracks of light between 
blinds. “What are you thinking?” His two fangs are hypo-
dermic needles and fold back when he’s not biting his prey. 
“A belt for a size 27” waist? Do you want to meet the man 
who has the audacity to suggest making a belt out of the 
rarest snake in the world and the most desirable? Should 
we make him into a belt? You are not like the others who 
find a branch and forget life. You’re curious like a cat and 
friendly.”  Truly, he is a yellow-gold god, the saffron color 
of a Buddhist monk’s robe. I mourn for his dusk and thick 
scrub in Costa Rica. He has the patience to wait for his 
lizard for days.

We stare at each other through the stems of his eye-
lashes. I stroke the little mouse that belongs on a wedding 
cake not in the belly of a snake, and then I wiggle its body 
before Gavrail, whose diamond eyes elongate into slivers 
like the crack of a limo door, like the garter of a fishnet. 
He blinks. He’s trying to tell me something. “Gavrail, you 
are the smartest snake I’ve ever met. Aren’t you hungry?” 
He licks the air with his forked tongue. Raising his head 
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up from his golden coil, he unhinges his jaws by gummy 
ligaments and gulps the mouse’s head first, then the rest of 
the angel food. If God made the snake why does he get no 
hands, no feet, no ears? Gavrail, what is your experience 
of eating? Any taste? Is it only a good sensation to be full? 
Did the same God who fashioned the leaf ’s drip drainage 
system make you? I tickle Gavrail’s belly and he knows it’s 
time to slither up into his tree. From that height my yellow 
friend settles onto the thick branch as he’s in a post-meal 
stupor, sluggish for days, while digesting the slight white 
groomsman. 

14. Robot Mouse Rhumba

Marie and Spas are locked arm in arm and having 
a rakiya toasting contest. They are splitting their 

sides laughing, and Mr. Bolly joins in. “Raina is pouting 
in the bathroom,” Spas tells Marie when she asks where I 
am. “She needs a distemper shot.”  Mr. Bolly cackles. I’ve 
packed all the frozen mice in a Tupperware container with 
dry ice. I’m trying to decide if I should steal Spas’s old car 
that he parks on the street—not that he couldn’t afford 
better but he doesn’t want anyone to think he has money. 
Rule #2 after trust no one is keep a low profile and never 
never flash money or possessions. Someone is always ready 
to snatch what you have. I’m wondering if I’ll be able to 
unpark Spas’s rusty hatchback from its spot wedged be-
tween a white van and black SUV, I envision me cratering 
the white van with the bumper, all the while Gavrail coiled 
in his carrier still sleepy and trying to digest his meal. I’ll 
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need maps to mark out a route to Costa Rica. I’ll take the 
precaution of stealing Marie’s driver’s license and slapping 
on make-up. She is 32 years old and appears in the photo 
like a teenager in all the dreary colors of post-Soviet Sofia. 
Don’t I look old for my age anyway? I’m too young to travel 
alone and otherwise they’ll stop me and call Spas. It’s the 
only way. I need to steal Marie’s passport. I have my own 
but my birth date makes me 13, a minor. Or I can follow 
Spas and Mr. Bolly to the Dakota and I’ll say I have to 
be with Gavrail because I’m his little mother. I’ll kick up 
such a fuss in the hoity toity highrise where multi-million-
aires like Yoko Ono live. But Spas will tie me up before he 
lets me tag along. If Gavrail and I drive I’m worried about 
crossing the border into Mexico, all the kidnappings and 
shootouts, but one way or another we’re leaving tonight. 
Maybe I should steal Spas’s credit card instead and charge a 
round trip plane ticket to Costa Rica so they don’t suspect 
I’m a terrorist on a one-way trip to paradise. 

“It’s getting time to break our drinking party up,” Mr. 
Bolly says. “The buyer is waiting for us.”

“Who is this mysterious buyer?” Marie asks, her voice 
beginning to blur. “What are these goods you are selling?”

Mr. Bolly and Spas both try to enter the bathroom. 
“Liars and murderers! Get away from here! I have my 

knife.”
They try to trick me; they only need to take a whizz. I 

tell them to use a soda can. 
I have to make them listen to me and this is the only 

way. I know what journey I must take. I tickle Gavrail’s 
underbelly and he coils himself around a high tree branch. 
I don’t intend to go all the way out on the red river; there-
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fore, I need to be careful because Spas and Mr. Bolly are 
drunk and likely Marie’s blood-alcohol percentage tips the 
legal limit. I begin filling the tub with hot water, and then I 
take off my jeans and sit in my panties and coral tank top. I 
can feel Gavrail’s drowsy icicle eyes on me. I open my Swiss 
Army Knife to the razor sharp blade. 

I make the incision horizontally across my left wrist. 
If I really wanted to kill myself I’d make a vertical one. I 
watch the blood seep from the thin lips I’ve cut into my 
wrist. I cut identical lips into my right wrist. My head feels 
light and Marco Polo in his glass terrarium starts to spin, 
staring with his bulgy blue eyes. If they don’t want to see 
me die, they’ll leave Gavrail alone. I wish we were running 
away, Gavrail. In four million years the sun god will have 
dried the rainforest no matter what idiot humans do. The 
Amazon will turn to savannah. All the Gavrails will be 
gone and yet there will be a lingering music of green. Green 
shimmering moving up the waist of the Americas, up the 
befouled Mississippi and swirling East, the green overtak-
ing vertebrates and invertebrates, fungi and chameleons, 
the forest world’s essence. 

Red strings of blood float on the surface of the wa-
ter, red threads that trickle from a concubine’s tapestry. 
Gavrail, we are alike. Your mother must not have liked 
what she saw either since she left you on a branch alone 
only days after your birth. Perhaps you were shorter than 
your siblings, more or less, by an inch. Your brothers and 
sisters left you for life in some far off overhanging trees. My 
mother disliked what she saw too. 

“Raina! Are you okay?” Marie asks, knocking lightly. 
The bathroom door is unlocked because in Spas’s house a 
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locked anything’s not allowed. “Raina!”
The blood is draining from my face and my heart 

pounds. I can’t answer. It’s open, I want to shout but can’t 
get the words out. Alarmed, Gavrail has slid down to a 
lower branch. The red strings are opening into the water, 
blooming like hibiscus and orchids. Like Blue Morpho but-
terflies. I’m cold, I’m hot. I’m digesting a heavy meal—a 
forest frog, the most gentle of creatures.

The door opens and cold rushes in, and then the noise 
begins. All at once Spas is lifting me from the tub, shouting 
orders, tying his belt around my arm. Marie and Spas both 
kneel beside me. “Compress, Marie. Keep the pressure on 
her right arm. Clamp down.”  We don’t need to go to the 
ER because Spas is practically a veterinarian. Too many 
questions and no one wants to end up in Rikers. Once the 
blood stops there’s bandages and tape wound tight; there’s 
a blanket and the space heater’s glowing coils. “She doesn’t 
have any sisters or brothers. It’s no wonder,”  Marie mur-
murs. 

“Where is the viper?” Mr. Bolly shrieks. “He’s not in 
his tree.”

15. A $20,000 Stunt

Months pass. The apartment has been taken apart and 
put back together three times. I have a new step-

mother, who prefers I call her Mom rather than Marie. 
Gavrail has disappeared; perhaps he’s crawled into one 
of the mouse holes along the floorboards and is holding 
up there. I call his name at the entrance to the world of 



Dance of the Adders

146

mice, although Spas believes the smell of decay that per-
meates the floorboards underneath the bathtub is Gavrail. 
“Snakes aren’t smart,” he says. “The viper got himself in 
but couldn’t get himself out. Likely he ate too many mice 
and got fat.” Humph. Aren’t we Bulgarians and isn’t gold 
the sacred suspension bridge between the lands of the liv-
ing and the dead? Golden Gavrail is holy in the chain of 
being. “$20,000, Raina. That was a $20,000 stunt but I’ve 
forgiven you and so has Mr. Bolly. Gavrail would have last-
ed longer as a belt.”  

I will never forgive either of them.
I’m waiting for Gavrail among the leaves, the narrow 

ones that collect water like tiny spigots with rain barrels 
at their bottoms—wet cradles where frogs deposit their 
eggs. I watch a strawberry-colored mother carry a tadpole 
clinging to her back and am teased by the green shadows, 
knowing that here the sticky tongues wait for moths and 
damselflies, here the eyelash vipers sense the hot-blooded 
frogs, and here ocelots dream of snakes. Every leaf, a uni-
verse, every ant, a citizen of a hungry planet.



from Intervenir
Dolores Dorantes and Rodrigo Flores Sánchez

Everything has disappeared
There are traces, signs. But everything has disappeared.
There are translations.
L I S T E N T O T H E M  L O S E T H E M
But everything has ended even before it began.
Ripple in the flag of mouths.
Stapled to the story, we say our things.
   Dear flag of mouths. Dear body, 
dear flame, tell me the songs of vacant lots, tunes of a 
certain complicity. We’ll need to situate the story. Did we 
meet underground?

Q U E S T I O N , dove
Q U E S T I O N , nobody

Translated by
Jen Hofer
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Todo ha desaparecido
Hay registros, marcadores. Pero todo ha desaparecido. Hay 
traducciones. 
E S C Ú C H A L O S  P I É R D E L O S
Pero todo ha terminado aún sin comenzar. 
Ondea en la bandera de las bocas. 
Engrapados al relato, decimos nuestras cosas.
   Querida bandera de las bocas. 
Querido cuerpo, querida flama, díganme canciones de ba
ldío,                                tonadas de una cierta complici-
dad Habrá que situar el relato. ¿Nos conocemos bajo tierra?

P R E G U N T A , paloma
P R E G U N T A , nadie
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Danger is crossing a street with flag rippling 
No a sculpture drawing your name

(Dear No. Dear End. Dear Lockandkey.  
T U R N  A R O U N D . A museum. 
A church that speaks. My heat 
with my hands tied) I N V E R T  M E

We are in mouth territory. Underlockandkey. 
A site, a siege. (Yes) you’re coming up
There is no breathing: I want to see you
I want to see you the world of the closet airless

Q U E S T I O N :
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Peligroso es cruzar una calle ondeando la bandera
No una escultura dibujando tu nombre

(Querido No. Querido Fin. Querido Bajollave.  
D A  L A  V U E L T A . Un museo. 
Una iglesia que habla. Mi calor 
con las manos atadas) I N V I É R T E M E

Estamos en tierra de la boca. Bajollave 
Un sitio. (Sí) vienes subiendo
No hay respiración: Quiero verte
Quiero verte el mundo del armario sin aire

  P R E G U N T A :
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 Under lock and key,  the underelief 
     of your breathing
your fingers in my mouth remind me of an unfinished 
drawing. A church sees me, a conversation is an unsafe 
site. Your pulse reminds me. What you excavate in me 
exposes me. The shovel-blows situate us. In your tied 
hands a sculpture resounds. When I interrogate you, dear 
accomplice, dear itinerary, bodies appear under lock and 
key, slightly burst.                                                     
      pours out
The smack    there is nobody else
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 Bajo llave,    el bajorelieve 
     de tu respiración
tus dedos en mi boca me recuerdan un dibujo inconcluso. 
Una iglesia me ve, una conversación es un sitio inseguro. 
Tu pulso me recuerda. Lo que me cavas me exhibe. Las 
paletadas nos sitúan. En tus manos atadas resuena una 
escultura. Cuando te interrogo, querida cómplice, querido 
itinerario, aparecen cuerpos bajo llave, ligeramente reven-
tados.                                                    
      se vierte
El chasquido    no hay nadie más
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To have discourse. To have hunger. To have love.
I’m only giving form to your name, Drawing. There is 

nobody else
From you flakes of ash dangle. Under lock and key
I see you a city’s pain,
haste contained. My pulse between your pulse, under lock 

and key. 
A line. A border. To have hunger. I only
give form to your pain: there is nobody else.
From you flakes of discourse arrive. Your pulse.
Between love and hunger I’m only giving form. Your 
name between my name. There is no line else. From within 
me dangles haste contained Pain flake. The city under lock 
and key. To have name. To have pulse. To have border. A 
drawing, love. A hunger.
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Tener discurso. Tener hambre. Tener amor.
Sólo le doy forma a tu nombre, Dibujo. No hay nadie más
Desde ti se mecen los copos de ceniza. Bajo llave
Te veo el dolor de una ciudad,
la prisa contenida. Mi pulso entre tu pulso, bajo llave. 
Una línea. Una frontera. Tener hambre. Sólo
doy forma a tu dolor.: no hay nadie más.
Desde ti llegan los copos del discurso. Tu pulso.
Entre el amor y el hambre sólo doy la forma. Tu nombre 
entre mi nombre. No hay línea más. Desde mí se mece 
la prisa contenida El copo del dolor. La ciudad bajo llave. 
Tener nombre. Tener pulso. Tener frontera. Un dibujo, 
amor. Un hambre.



Bad Clock
Susan Lloy

It wasn’t a good morning. Sleep never showed. The night 
before I had been sniffing cocaine hour upon hour. I had 

started about four o’clock the previous afternoon. Laying 
lines on the Arborite tabletop. By five in the morning, the 
coke had run out and I had resorted to hunting powder 
on the black enamel-painted kitchen floorboards. I exam-
ined the clock and calculated the hours until I could next 
meet my dealer. My heart beat so fast I thought it would 
break through my chest cavity like baby Alien. Obviously I 
wasn’t proud of myself, but there is no bargaining in situa-
tions like this. Surrender is the only option. 

I liked it the minute I first tried it. It took me some-
where else. Far away to a place I wanted to be. It was al-
ways great in the beginning hours, but then the down 
came. Like the great force from an ocean wave that pins 
you against the bottom. Suspending you in the same po-
sition. Filling your heart with dread and regret, fear and 
hopelessness. Why keep at it? This question rates up there 
with the meaning of life and so forth. At that time, I still 
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had youth on my side. I bathed and checked my face for 
any revelation of deviant behavior, then selected an outfit 
for my expedition. It was already late in the afternoon. I 
left my flat and headed towards the bar walking past shops 
and sidewalks dotted with tables and customers. Knew that 
I shouldn’t be flirting with the idea of another repeat, but 
tossed it to the place where bad conscience roosts. Heels 
clicked and my short skirt billowed in the soft breeze.

As I approached the bar, I saw the other cokeheads 
drinking their beers, smoking cigarettes. I could tell some 
of them were at it already by their exaggerated facial expres-
sions and moving mouths. I could never stand myself when 
I was on it. You talk for the sake of talking. No matter what 
trivia comes out of your chops. And, as you’re doing it, you 
think to yourself – ‘Shut the fuck up why don’t you?’

“Salut, Grace.”
“Salut.”
My dealer never sat outside. He held court within the 

dark interior of the bar amidst dim light and old music. 
Each time I went there the same songs were playing. Bad 
Moon Rising hung in the room. There were other pros-
pects at his table. Some would sit there endlessly, charm 
him up vying for discounts. He glanced in my direction. 
Knew I was waiting. I went to the bar and ordered a beer. 
Sipped and hungrily waited my turn. My large green eyes 
confronted the table huggers. My dealer nudged one on.

“Hi,” he nodded.
“I’ll take three grams.”
He reached into his pockets and slowly glided three 

small bags underneath the table. I got up quickly aiming 
myself in the direction of the bathroom.
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“Grace. Wait. You always do that. A little obvious – 
don’t you think?”

“Sorry.”
I lit a cigarette and returned to my table. Looking at 

the clock. Watching the slow minutes. After about ten had 
passed I went to the bathroom do my first line. I loved the 
sensation of it shooting through my nasal passages – drip-
ping down my throat. The immediate clearing of the head. 
This is what gets you. Gone are the cobwebs and fluff that 
clog thought. Slows you down. Holds you back.

I picked up my habit in Berlin cruising the clubs and 
prowling the streets with German friends. Now I was pick-
ing up my coke and purse, heading outside to look for a 
seat on the terrace.

“Is this seat free?”
“Oui. Cą va?”
I smiled. But I was far away thinking of Germans, 

thinking about Herzog. Wishing it was his smooth, phil-
osophical voice in my ear. Seeing myself as his neighbor. 
Pulling weeds next to his Hollywood bungalow. His Rus-
sian photographer wife is out of town. He invites me for 
a cocktail. We discuss his films and Kinski. I’ll call him 
Werner and bring him pickled beets. He becomes my con-
fidant. Offers me a role in his next film…

“Nice evening.”
I didn’t know him but he was there for the same reason 

as myself. I’d seen him around.
“Yup. Nice.”
“I’m Aron.”
“Grace.”
“What do you do Grace?”
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Why is that always the first question? The answer giv-
en determining the summation of our being. If I said file 
clerk, he would look at me differently than if I said phys-
icist. I could tell him anything. Serial killer. Playwright. 
But I kept things simple.

“In between things.”
“I see.”
“Well. What do you usually do?”
“Like I said. In between.”
The coke had kicked in and I knew I’d get trapped in 

conversation. The long repetitive tale of altered navigations 
had begun. Routes diverged. Studies, jobs and countries 
shifted. He told me about himself, which really didn’t in-
terest me.

I was, however, frozen to my seat viewing rue Saint-De-
nis surrounded by other patrons of the soirée and only 
gravitated to the bathroom when the urge beckoned. We 
had been at it for hours. Bag after bag had been relieved 
of its costly contents. I never wore a watch and my head 
arched and leaned about – attempted to know the hour as 
if I were a baby bird waiting to be fed. A large head adorned 
by a chapeau obstructed the clock inside the bar.

My dealer always left promptly at eleven. The clock 
read ten forty-seven. He was nowhere in sight. I asked the 
bartender if he was around. He shrugged his shoulders, 
poured beers and prepared drinks.

“Is that clock right?”
“No. Runs fast.”
“Fuck!”
I saw the unhurried hours stretching ahead. Bad 

thoughts. Tick tock.



ESFJ
Louise Krug

Sometimes Louise worried that she and her husband, 
Nick, fought too much. She remembered how her mom 

would go out for a walk after an argument with Louise’s 
dad and sometimes be gone for a while. Louise had never 
done that. She had cried in the bathroom, or at the kitch-
en table, or their bed, and she had gotten in her car, even 
started it, but she had never driven away.

Louise was happy she was an ESFJ. She had taken the 
Myers-Briggs personality test on her computer. The 

Caregiver was the title of the ESFJ’s profile, and ESFJ 
stood for Extroverted, Sensing, Feeling, Judging. Nick 
found out he was an ISFJ when she made him take the test 
after breakfast one day, standing up at the kitchen counter 
because that was the only place he could use his computer 
while it charged. The I in his ISFJ stood for Introverted, 
and his title was The Nurturer.

“This is exactly right on,” Louise hooted, reading the 
description over his shoulder. One sentence read, “ISFJs 
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have a very clear idea of the way things should be, which 
they strive to attain.”

“Like when you thought my idea of hanging stained 
glass with fishing line in the kitchen window looked coun-
try,” she said. “And how you like bacon but won’t eat ham.”

“Well, that’s how I feel,” Nick said, pouring more cof-
fee and putting his mug in the microwave. “What’s the 
difference between a caregiver and a nurturer, anyway?”

Louise remembered getting ESFP, The Entertainer, as 
the result a long time ago. Maybe her changing was 

just part of growing older. Also, an entertainer was nothing 
like a caregiver. What had happened? What had been the 
cause of this shift?

Louise also liked to read about the compatibility of her 
and Nick’s astrological signs. She was a Gemini and he was 
a Sagittarius. Gemini, Louise’s sign, were natural intellec-
tuals, charmers, gifted with talk. A few other sites said that 
Gemini was generally two-faced and selfish, indecisive and 
flighty. Sagittarius, Nick’s sign, were Steady Eddies. They 
were truth-seekers and wanted to know things like the 
meaning of life. Their worst trait was tactlessness.

Louise and Nick were both oldest children. That did not 
bode well for their union, said a birth-order book Lou-

ise had checked out from the library. They had problems 
sharing things, from a bowl of ice cream to the bathroom 
sink during teeth brushing. They had the Last Word Syn-
drome, and would endure the silent treatment for only a 
few minutes before picking the scab of an argument.
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Their last serious fight had been about Louise buying 
things that Nick said were unnecessary. In a three-day 

period that Nick had been in Texas photographing bas-
ketball games, Louise had bought the following items on-
line: a four-pack of toothbrushes for Olive called Surround 
(because they cleaned three surfaces of the teeth at once); 
a sea-salt grinder; a pair of khaki shorts for herself; a por-
tion-control plate called Meal Measure, which had three 
circles for protein, vegetables, and starch; and a 1 oz. bottle 
of Moroccan Oil for her hair.

Louise’s defense was that she was lonely when Nick was 
gone.

“It’s 6 a.m., Olive’s sleeping, and I’m sitting around 
with my computer,” she said, smiling, hoping Nick would 
meet her eyes. But Nick was pretty pissed. Their toddler, 
Olive, was eating a snack in her high chair, toast and hum-
mus, and Nick cut it for her in small, precise squares.

“I’ll go to the post office right now and send the plate 
back,” Louise said. “O.K.?”

After ten minutes she came back to the kitchen empty 
handed. “I can’t find it,” she said. “I know I put it in there. 
It’s just such a mess in that room, all those clothes and 
shoes.” There was a silence, and then Nick said what he had 
to say. He had said it many times.

“It’s O.K., Louise. It didn’t cost that much anyway. 
Have some toast.”

In that way, he was a Nurturer.
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Art (detail) by Rahele Jomepour

Rahele Jomepour
[Artwork]



There were forty or fifty of us in a big classroom. After 
we finished school we drifted apart. Javad dropped 

out during the very last year. Reza Karimi went to the front 
and was martyred. When they brought back his body, 
there was a ceremony at school. Afterwards, many went to 
the mosque for his memorial service. Ramin started up a 
company after he finished his military service. He was in 
the so-called service business. Rasouli became a pilot. His 
plane crashed in the war. He was taken captive. For four-
teen years he was a POW. He was released not long ago, I 
think. Hamed died of cancer. Houshang Razavi still works 
in his dad’s shop. He sells socks. He must have gotten quite 
fat. Kourosh went to Germany. His uncle, who lived in 
Germany, sent him an invitation letter and Kourosh left 
after borrowing a ton to come up with some money; now 
he’s studying dentistry and washing the dishes at a restau-
rant. Hossein Moghbeli froze up as he was fleeing over the 
Turkish border. Amir was executed. He was always looking 
for trouble. No one knows about Davoud. Ahmad Reza 
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went in for business. He is in Dubai now. I once ran into 
him in the street. He was in a nice car. Had glasses, too. 
Farzad Mohammadi got admitted to med school. He stud-
ied so much he had to start wearing glasses. He must be 
doing night shifts now. Ghasemi has a boutique. He goes 
to Turkey two or three times a year to bring back goods. 
All he does is womanize. Mahmoud killed himself. He was 
a poet. Once the guys made fun of him when he was read-
ing his poem. By midnight he simply left. In the cold and 
snow. Once he had also gotten into a brawl with Yaser. Ka-
zemipour is in jail, for drugs. The principal once found a 
cigarette in his pocket at school; all hell broke loose. Naser 
went on to become a mullah. In those days he had no more 
than a few hairs on his chin. He practiced calligraphy. Now 
he is the head of the Ministry of Education and Training, 
District 11. Abdollah married his cousin. Their kid came 
out a retard. Looks just like Abdollah. Reza Teymouri was 
paralyzed in an accident. Became paraplegic. He has been 
in a wheelchair ever since. Sadegh Karbalai killed his wife 
because he was suspicious of her. He has been waiting on a 
verdict for some years now. The term is honor killing. He 
may be exonerated. They showed Sohrab on TV the other 
day. I think he has made something of himself. Rasoul and 
his folks still live in the same house. He’s gone completely 
bald now. Once I saw him in pajamas in front of his house. 
He was spraying the alley with a hose. Mojtaba is still sin-
gle. The girl he was in love with went off to Paris with 
another guy. Since his mom died, Shahsavari is depressed. 
Alcoholic too, I guess. Hassan Ghoncheh drowned at sea 
a couple of years ago. He was always dunking the guys in 
the pool. Adel and his family had an accident on their way 
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to Chalous. His wife, child and mother-in-law all died. His 
only injury was a broken head. Nima Masoudi became a 
mystic. He must have waist-long hair now. He had a good 
voice. And he would only sing Rumi. No one ever knew 
what Yaser was up to. He must be in intelligence. Ehsan 
moved to Isfahan and is now working in a factory. When 
Asghar divorced his wife, she filed for dowry. The poor guy 
is still in prison because he didn’t have the two hundred 
gold coins. Teymour is a father to five daughters. He is 
working two jobs and also drives a taxi at night. Ata be-
came a university professor. Then he got sacked. Now he 
is working at a taxi company. Ruzbeh works in an amuse-
ment park. Some of the guys have seen him a few times. He 
has ignored them. Hamid Ghaffarmanesh buys and sells 
dollars at Istanbul Crossroads. Someone on a bike snatched 
his bag once. Nouri is doing life. For armed robbery of a 
jeweler’s shop on Sattarkhan St. This, in addition to the 
thirty burglaries he confessed. It all even made the papers. 
When Meshkat’s brother was martyred, he went to the uni-
versity on the Quota of Martyrs’ Families. He himself had 
served at the front for a couple of months, too. Now he is 
a filmmaker. Bahram became a doctor. He always loved 
the uniform. Kamran Andalibi went to the university and 
studied electronics. Now he installs satellite dishes in peo-
ple’s houses. Saeed was a member of one of those opposi-
tion groups. He hadn’t been seen around for several years, 
and then he was killed in an operation aiming to penetrate 
through the western border. Ali Sharareh, they cut his head 
off in Kurdistan and put it on his chest. I think he had been 
in the army. Naser Mousapour was executed for a political 
crime. They found a pile of flyers in his house, together 
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with a gun. Obviously someone had turned him in. Sattar 
has become a TV actor. Wherever he goes people recognize 
his face. Morteza inherited a fortune. Had a stroke last year 
. . . The rest I don’t remember . . . Me? I am one of these 
people I talked about.



God’s Obsession 
Regarding Cross-Stitch 

and Lace 1
Kim Hyesoon
Translated by

Choi Don Mee 

You can get to know God’s obsession regarding cross-
stitch and lace
by leafing through an old pattern book where sun rises 
moon rises

You can also get to know about it naturally as you stand 
still by a riverside where mist is falling

When you wrap the thin and transparent thread around 
your fingers for the first time, you may be startled, Good-
ness it’s so light
but this is how the long story, the faint lace begins
Will the lace grow up to be a bloodied undergarment?
or a bridal veil floating away in the river?
or an outfit worn in the ground below?

Ah it’s a really amazing pattern
but if you leaf through the worn-out pattern book
like the curtain of mommy’s first wedding night
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the story is all in the pattern

Inside the transparent patterns full of holes
January 1, December 18, December 25

God is a cross-stitch and lace obsessive-compulsive patient
He sits on the windowsill like a curtain and overhears all 
the secrets of the inside and out, flapping about

The day when my nervous system gets entangled like 
fishing lines
and thrown into the wavering bottom like a wrecked ship

slash slash slash
current current current

scrape scrape scrape
streak streak streak

crack crack crack
scratch scratch

You can get to know God’s obsession regarding cross-
stitch and lace
right away when you see that the foot of the mountain 
across from my brother’s house where 2500 pigs have been 
buried alive is completely covered in snow

Like when the butterflies with the whitest threads in their 
mouths spew out from the scrunched larvae of death
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Eyelashes bore through the old pattern book and come 
flying spot spot
the snowflakes as white as the kiss of the eyelashes

Weightless patterns close their eyes and fall on the field 
breath breath breath
emitting holes like the smiles of a girl



Bones: A Letter to 
Walt Whitman

Margaret Emma Brandl

Walt Whitman, I ate lunch among other people and I 
didn’t want to. I pulled out a book so they wouldn’t 

try to converse with me but I was reading about a foren-
sic anthropologist working at the World Trade Center site 
and I realized I couldn’t sit eating lunch while I read about 
her heels crunching over debris and what appeared to be 
pieces of bone, about the bits of men and women recovered 
that were mostly small enough to fit in a two-gallon Ziploc 
bag. How does one write about September 11, Walt Whit-
man? I have done it a few times, maybe once well, and I am 
haunted by the movie we watched. We were on a “fine bus 
hurtling through space,” Walt Whitman, and my Latin 
teacher stood in front of us fifty-two high school students 
and read your “Song of the Open Road.” I took notes in 
my blue and brown diary and dreamed of you and the road 
and D.C. and New York and the boy I loved. I have talked 
about this before, Walt Whitman, but it always comes back 
to me. I went to Ground Zero, Walt Whitman. I went to 
a little museum where everyone cried some and then on a 
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guided tour. There was one woman who talked most of the 
time because her husband was a firefighter and had been 
killed. At the end of the tour we were in a clean, bright 
building with hard surfaces and big plate glass windows 
and I was squinting against the sun to see the woman who 
was speaking with it as her backdrop. She was older. Her 
son was a firefighter, and he had died going back to save 
people. He had urged the other firefighters with him to go 
on ahead. The mother said that at his funeral the father of 
one of the other men came up to her and said he had his 
son that day because of hers, and by then we were all cry-
ing, Walt Whitman, all of us dry and cold and warm and 
squinting and coughing and stuffy and restless and full of 
dreams and anticipation—we were all crying but we didn’t 
touch each other. We each cried alone except my Calculus 
teacher who got up and gave the woman a hug as the tears 
streamed down her face and as we left there was a place 
where water dripped from the ceiling into a still basin and 
it was something about tears, Walt Whitman, and I wrote 
that I wanted to tell everyone I knew that I loved them.

I went to a building, Walt Whitman, where the halls 
were sterile and shiny and bright new labs were around ev-
ery corner, bright new sterile labs housing old bones. We 
talked about the novel in a small nondescript classroom 
with maps of Alabama on the wall. There were boxes in 
the corner, stacked up on a rolling cart, and within minutes 
they were on our tables. “These are real bones, real people,” 
our professor said, “so treat them with respect.” We opened 
the lids. “Take out the skull.”

The girls I was working with were squeamish, Walt 
Whitman. One thought she’d get a disease from breathing 
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the dust of bones; the other complained about the smell. 
She said it was like old books that have sat in a box and got-
ten musty times ten. I smelled it too, Walt Whitman, but 
I wasn’t sickened. It was dusty and dry and faintly sweet, 
like cinnamon, and some bones were dry and brown and 
cracked so you saw the pores in the marrow and some were 
darker and oily and I was afraid to touch them, thinking 
perhaps some of the flesh lingered. We all had men, Walt 
Whitman, and we looked at their bones for their ages and 
arthritis and the ways we could have determined they were 
men. There were skulls in a box at the front, too, and pel-
vises mounted on a piece of wood. And I touched the bones 
slowly, running my finger over them, tapping once or twice 
with my fingernail. It’s a consistency I don’t understand, 
Walt Whitman. I asked myself, Are these bones? Is this 
what’s under my flesh? Under the flesh of everyone here? 
I imagined us all in the room as skeletons, Walt Whit-
man, the empty eyeholes in our skulls staring at each other 
as we listened and learned. My hands were shaking, Walt 
Whitman, and I didn’t want to touch anything, as if some-
thing had rubbed off on me. I wasn’t thinking of disease or 
germs; of that much I am certain. What it might have been 
I don’t know. What can rub off of bones? Mortality, death, 
fragility? Or was it the shock of being in the presence of 
someone who had at one time been just like us, and was 
now reduced to this, to a box of bones on a classroom table, 
a small orange jar of teeth that my partners opened and ex-
amined before I, swallowing and looking away, asked could 
we put the teeth back in the box please. By the end of class 
I was about ready to throw up, Walt Whitman; our teacher 
showed us a tibia that had been shot and not treated. It had 
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healed on its own in a horrible-looking way, uneven and 
cracked and bubbling up as if no good could come of it. “A 
woman shot him in the leg and he didn’t die, so then she 
killed him again,” our professor said. Mentally I was ex-
amining the humor in the fact that he had said “she killed 
him again,” since he had first off been alive and, second 
off, if he’d been dead, she couldn’t have actually killed him 
any more than he had already been killed. And then the 
professor pulled a bone out of the box and announced, “So 
then she tried to chop him up.” It is a femur, the longest 
bone in the body, and it is full of deep chop marks. “They 
were postmortem,” he is answering the question of another 
group but I cannot get over the fact that we all laughed 
when he brought it out. We laughed, Walt Whitman, at a 
man who had been shot, murdered, and then chopped up 
in someone’s poor efforts to actually separate him into sev-
eral pieces. We were staring, fascinated, and joking about 
the woman’s sanity and pleading for details of the case—
he wasn’t allowed to say, he replied, and a few determined 
students pressed for more information, which he did not 
give—

It was so much, Walt Whitman.
I read “Out of the Cradle Endlessly Rocking” to an 

empty room until my roommate came in. I asked her per-
mission and continued, my voice was low and urgent and 
hurried and I wasn’t moving around or gesturing with one 
hand but it sounded right. I touched bones today, Walt 
Whitman, I saw the squiggled places where the plates 
in our skulls grow together and rubbed my finger inside 
somebody’s eyesocket, held the bone of a jaw in one hand 
and a rib in another, examined the porous marrow dried 
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and cracking in yellow and brown and yellow-brown and 
brown-yellow and red-brown and red-yellow-brown and 
never white, Walt Whitman, except the skull of the old 
woman who had lost her teeth, and the white had to have 
been unnatural or her bones were new. And my hands were 
shaking, Walt Whitman, my fingers were tingling after I 
turned the skull to point out to my tablemates the notch at 
the back or the brow ridge. I rubbed my hands clean with 
strong-smelling clear sanitizer, shaking off the sting of the 
alcohol in my cracked skin, but I still wasn’t clean.

And now you say to me, Death, death, death, death, 
death.



Once upon a Time, 
Somewhere Near

Bahram Hossein

Standing tall on a stage I see people under my feet. The 
area is packed with people all looking up at me. Is this a 

flash back or a déjà vu? How could I know? I need to first 
find out whether I’m alive or dead.

Most people are silent. Some are shouting. I recognize 
some faces in the crowd. Some eyes are familiar, welled 
with tears. Is this a flash back or a déjà vu? How could I 
know? I need to first find out whether I’m alive or dead.

I’m standing here, tall on the stage; those I love cry. I 
myself can’t hold back my tears, but I have to anyway. After 
all, I’m the reason for this show. I’m the reason they have 
gathered. They are all here for me. Is this a flash back or a 
déjà vu? How could I know? I need to first find out wheth-
er I’m alive or dead.

 There are these others on the stage, people who are 
helping me with my performance. I know none of them 
but it seems like we have practiced a lot. They know exactly 
what they should do. I know exactly what I should do. Is 
this a flash back or a déjà vu? How could I know? I need to 
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first find out whether I’m alive or dead.
 I go up the stool. I wait for one of them to pull the sack 

over my head. People are still under my feet, all looking up 
at me. This is the last thing I’ll be seeing in this life. Then 
he pulls the sack over my head. So will this be the last thing 
I saw in life?  How could I know? I need to know whether 
I’m alive or dead.

 I feel a rope coming around my neck. It’s not bother-
ing me, not at all. It’s loose. I feel no pressure on my neck. 
Is this a flash back or a déjà vu? How could I know? I need 
to first find out whether I’m alive or dead.

 The stool goes out from under my feet. For a moment 
I feel I’m going to fall, but I don’t. The rope holds me up. 
I swing up here, in the dark, where people will always re-
main under my feet, looking up at me. Is this a flash back 
or a déjà vu? How could I know? I need to first find out 
whether I’m alive or dead.



Self Portraits
Sade Murphy

self portrait: acrylic and curiosity on wood

strawberry nicotine stains your fingers on fifth avenue 
if you were a mountain you would be a Himalayan you 
imagine that you are a stack of magazines displayed in the 
waiting room you are more like an encyclopedic index of 
balladry written Sanskrit on a duct taped basement box a 
half solved Rubik cube I could not finish you are unsatis-
fied too much desired ice cream eaten too fast the eyelash 
wished upon under a starless Pittsburgh sky I drink the 
color from your eyes with grenadine & cola a wart grew 
on your index knuckle the right one you do not think 
with any part of your brain & what are you feeling I want 
to crack you open almond you grow like a blueberry you 
wisp to dislocate you do not believe you are pretty enough 
but O you can edit
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self portrait: emptiness and dry erase marker blurring

you are illuminous dark 
 the daughter of shadows 

your grandmothers are ghost 
your father but steam scalding apples 

you wish it was easier to forgive 
your mother’s face is a mask 

you look in the mirror 
you stare back at me  

I obsess over
 your tearducts 
 the tip of your nose
 sideburns 

children see your scars and ask questions
they see your skin and feel confused 

you sleep most of the day 
you are overwhelmed by the world 
 living between your skin and veins.



Throwing Up
Farahnaz Sharifi

Mohammad Khari
Translated by

I had cramps. Nothing would ease the pain. Mom kept 
going out and coming back into the room with a new 

painkiller. This time she brought a hot rock sugar drink 
with mint.

“Any better?”
Without looking at her, I just shook my head no. I was 

clenching my stomach tight in my hands. I clutched the 
pillow on the bed. I couldn’t breathe. My heart was palpi-
tating.

“Get up, let’s go see the doctor. You must have caught 
a cold.”

The phone rang. Mom went to pick it up. She came 
back. “It was your sister,” she said. “She said you should 
stick your finger down your throat to throw up. What on 
earth did you eat?  Now come on, drink this up.”

I wanted to take the glass from her hand, but I was in 
so much pain I couldn’t sit up straight. I gestured to her 
that I was about to throw up. My mom quickly picked up 
the small bin form the corner of the room and put it on the 
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bed. Something big was clogging my throat, keeping me 
from throwing up. My mom rubbed my back. Once more 
my head went down into the bin and I vomited with all my 
might. First three drops of blood dripped into the bin, and 
then my throat opened up more than ever before—as if it 
were elastic—and a big piece of flesh dropped into the bin. 
I raised my head to see what it was I had thrown up. “There 
you go, you’re fine,” my mom said.

There was a heart, in the bin, still slightly beating every 
other second.

“Phew!” I sighed, turning to my mom. ”What a relief!”
“It’s bloody,” my mom said, pointing to my chin. “Go 

wash it off . . .”
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Art (detail) by Florencia Francesca Aristarain

Florencia Francesca Aristarain
[Artwork]



Pale | The Blur | Slave
Rauan Klassnik

[Pale]

In spirals it prods you through various climaxes and then 
drills you down. A dog sits in my bed. A stuffed dog—a 
dog made of wind and leaves. A woman kneels in the dirt 
searching for her earrings. And the dog starts barking. 
The blind dog: The blue dog—The burnt dog—The dog 
sliced into pieces. Everyone smiles. And wipes at their 
face. Like the steel head of a brand-new dream
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[The Blur]

Ear-studs smudged into rust. The blur cat sits at the 
window and blurs at our flesh. We chased her on through 
the locked restaurant. And we chased her on through the 
freezer. And we chased her up through the silver clouds—
all the way on top of our childhood donkey, its tail 
swishing back and forth. It blurs at my face. And blurs my 
neck. Blurs at fish, blowing round us, in a cold, marble 
forest.

[Slave]

Slave’s got the perfect body. Supernaturally and elegant-
ly smooth. Airbrushed perfectly. The tigers ravage the 
old Christians. And they slide their swords up through 
their veins. Her navel. Her buttocks. And her lips. Slave, 
though, is the perfect nurse. Shoves vitamins into my ass. 
Plays the flute. Pries the gold from my mouth. Goes off. 
Armed in a nice, quiet life.



He’d met her in the square. Years ago when he retired 
he’d decided always to occupy to the same bench, op-

posite one tree whose name he didn’t know but which had 
a green crown he liked to look at, and under another whose 
leaves were sparse in winter and let in the sun.

The first time she sat down beside him, on his bench, 
he’d felt nothing more than condescending annoyance. 
Though occasionally someone else sat down there, some 
old guy looking for another old guy like himself, he always 
got his bench back right away. He’d snort, spit, make broad 
hints or else sink into aggressive silence, and the intruder 
would end up leaving. It was an inhospitable square, very 
open to the wind, and there were empty benches left. They 
can use those, he’d say to himself. He was no cow out to 
pasture with the herd, but a man committed to his solitude

After he recovered his bench he’d study the tree oppo-
site, his eyes dull but still alert, and savor his shrewdness. 
He’d spread his arms on the backrest and smile happily 
until someone on the path came close. Then he’d kill the 

The Lady with the Lapdog
Griselda Gambaro

Translated by
Marguerite Feitlowitz
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smile and get ready.
This time, as the intruder was a woman, an old wom-

an, he hesitated to spit. He whistled grimly with fake con-
centration until, outraged, he saw the woman was nodding 
along. Or else had a tremor in the head. This beanpole 
would be in her grave soon enough, he predicted after a 
quick glance, then pushed off toward his end of the bench, 
taking pleasure in his health.

With all of his rocking, her barrette came undone. 
Laboriously she refastened it, fighting with her abundant 
white hair, strands of which spilled across her wrinkled 
cheek. Watching her out of the corner of his eye, he re-
coiled from that cheek as though she were flirting with him 
shamelessly. A gap-toothed little comb fell on the bench. 
She picked it up, muttering something he didn’t even try 
to understand. She fiddled with the comb, which had dirty 
little threads between its teeth, cleaned it with a shaky fin-
gernail and then, raising her pointy elbows, tried repeated-
ly to slide it behind the barrette at her nape. Revolted, he 
moved to the very edge of his side of the bench, stretched 
his legs and studied his shined-up shoes. He wanted to be 
offensive, but nothing occurred to him. She finished with 
the barrette and folded her hands in her lap. Whenever 
anyone passed by, she followed him with her eyes until he 
was out of sight. He got up earlier than usual and left.

The following day she was already on his bench. She 
was holding a mangy dog in her lap, caressing it with her 
short, thin-skinned, age-spotted fingers. She looked at him 
with a complicit smile, as though to say: I brought my dog, 
do you like him? He hated animals, especially dogs and 
cats. The wind blew hard, he thought she’d never be able 
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to stand it. The way her back was bent you could see the 
rocky, twisting road between her vertebrae. She had the 
dog plastered against her chest for warmth. That wheezing 
dog had to be stupid, it kept itself still as a cushion.

He didn’t return the smile she had pasted on her face. 
She waited patiently, sure that he’d respond. She could 
die waiting, he thought. He clamped his mouth shut, he 
wouldn’t give her even a breath. After a while she must 
have realized that patience and assurance weren’t going to 
work. She bowed her head and smiled at the dog.

Uncomfortable and inexplicably offended, he adjusted 
his muffler and stood up. Moving so suddenly gave him 
a stitch in his side. He kicked a stone, took a few steps 
down the path, pretending his foot had fallen asleep, then 
returned to the bench.

He sat down stiffly and discovered with pained aston-
ishment that his fly was open, and that a piece of his dark 
blue underwear showed. He shrank down and cautiously 
worked the zipper, whose teeth were all worn down. While 
covering himself with his bad hand, the one that had 
stayed contracted after his attack, he tried hopelessly with 
the other to close the zipper. She stared at him intrigued, 
then immediately looked away. From the look on her face, 
he thought she would burst out laughing. He sank down 
on the bench, humiliated and full of rage.

She said, “My dog is sick.”
Amazed he heard himself say, “Really?”
“He’s going to die. We all have to die,” she said mildly.
He made horns with two fingers, wishing her tongue 

would turn to stone. To his surprise, she gave a girlish 
laugh, leaned over the dog and added, “But not yet.”
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He gathered saliva but didn’t spit. One more word from 
her and he’d let go with a big, fat plug. “Beautiful tree,” she 
said with a sigh. He kept working the zipper. When he got 
it all the way up he spit, far. He wasn’t sure she’d noticed; 
she was looking at the tree and petting the dog.

He felt hot, wiped his cheeks and forehead with his 
handkerchief. By the light filtering straight down through 
the leaves he knew it was exactly noon. He wasn’t supposed 
to be in the square now but at home sitting down to lunch, 
maintaining the punctuality he thought they appreciat-
ed but that only annoyed them. He wanted to leave, but 
didn’t want to say good-bye. It seemed to him that good-
bye would establish a pact.

She stayed glued to the bench. Hunched over the dog, 
she rubbed its fur, touched its nose. He felt an impulse to 
grab that mangy dog and give it a good kick. The tempta-
tion was so violent he hid his hands in his pockets and his 
feet under the bench. He smiled like an idiot. She immedi-
ately turned her head and returned his smile.

“Ah, ah, ah,” he sputtered unintelligibly. When he 
stood up she said good-bye in a strong, friendly voice. He 
turned, not believing his ears. What did she say, Until to-
morrow?

“Until tomorrow,” she repeated. She’d raised her glass-
es to her forehead and looked at him. With one hand she 
calmed the dog, trembling now in the stupor of sickness or 
a dream. She squinted to see him more clearly, and he tilt-
ed his head back–an unsociable, uncompromising gesture–
thinking rancorously that she couldn’t see an ass from two 
feet away, and that flirty way she had of lifting her glasses 
was ridiculous, insane.
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When he woke the next day, he decided not to go to 
the square. A fine drizzle saved him from making excuses. 
He’d never felt good in this room stuffed with the furni-
ture that once had filled a large house. He was idle, sad as 
a lion in a cage. He thought resentfully of the woman in 
the square as he picked things up and put them down. He 
drummed on the windowpane and imagined the bench, 
empty in the rain.

It rained until mid-morning. Then he dressed and went 
out. He was sure she wouldn’t be there, but just in case, he 
decided to bring the newspaper–which he’d already read 
and re-read–to spread over the bench as a sign of owner-
ship. He wished he had two bodies. One would protect the 
other, that had grown used to living in solitude. But there 
she was, as though the rain hadn’t scared her. He observed 
her light clothes and, asleep under a pile of old newspapers, 
the wheezing dog.

“How is he?” he asked.
“I don’t know,” she answered. “Feel his nose.”
“No, thank you,” he said.
“He isn’t contagious.”
What did he care? The dog might as well have the 

plague, he’d never touch it.
“It isn’t that,” he said. “I don’t like dogs.”
She looked at him, incredulous. He harbored a bitter 

satisfaction. It had been centuries since anyone had looked 
at him, incredulous. Nothing he said or didn’t say mattered 
enough to inspire disbelief. He no longer had any kind of 
role. Kindly, even affectionately, they only expected him to 
bear up as time went by.

“No,” he repeated emphatically, vengefully, gladly. “I 
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don’t like them.”
She caressed the animal trembling under the newspa-

pers from cold or fever. Her gesture seemed to say to the 
animal: You’re warm and I’m alone. He laughed, without 
malevolence for he felt strong, but then stopped, choked 
back his laughter, for she’d exclaimed with astonishment, 
lifting her hand to those thick glasses of hers. She fought a 
moment with a piece of hair that had got tangled around 
her ear, then took off her glasses. The ear didn’t go with the 
face, it had kept its perfect caracole shape and flawless rosy 
skin, as though it had nothing to do with hearing, with the 
rest of the body that listens and grows old. She looked at 
him, her eyes myopic and confused. He realized that her 
eyes must have been beautiful once, not her eyes but her 
gaze, still as a gentle river that ran deep but flowed without 
a sound, without a fuss. Something forgotten, he couldn’t 
say what, overwhelmed him.

He left suddenly, without saying good-bye, trembling 
angrily at this feeling that overwhelmed him. Not watching 
where he headed, he walked straight into people. Careful, 
someone yelled, pushing him away with indifferent bru-
tality, he still didn’t register what had provoked the attack. 
He got to his room, closed the door and leaned against 
it, his eyes flashing, fury and hostility choking his heart. 
Damn her, damn her, he said, thinking of the usurper of 
his bench.

His daughter-in-law pushed open his door and looked 
at him curiously. “What’s going on,” she asked.

He smiled. “Is it time to eat?”
“Not yet,” she said, her interest spent.
Alone, he leaned his forehead against the windowpane 
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and wondered what to do. He never went to the square in 
the afternoon, that’s when he went to the movies or more 
often watched TV or re-read one of his history books–he 
didn’t like novels and poetry appealed to him even less. But 
that day he changed his habits so he could enjoy his bench, 
recover his enduring friendship with wood and silence. He 
hadn’t missed a day in twenty years, except for torrential 
rains. Neither cold nor wind had ever kept him away.

He saw her from a distance–apparently she hadn’t left 
at noon–and went no closer. He sat down on the edge of 
a fountain. He had nothing to lean back on and felt the 
dampness of the stone. The greenish water smelled light-
ly of dead leaves. He watched the intruder from there. It 
was getting late, soon she’d be going, taking her dog. She’d 
leave with her tender nape, the caracole of her ear and her 
anonymous life, which he bet was sordid and gloomy, like 
that of anyone having a miserable old age. In a couple of 
minutes he’d be enjoying his solitude again. It was his 
bench, his square. Even the trees belonged to him: the one 
grew to be looked at from the bench, and the other to give 
shade or let in the sun. He was overcome by a speechless 
rancor, a confused hatred, as though someone unjustly had 
stripped him of the last things he would ever have on this 
earth. He gathered saliva to spit at her feet, but even as he 
fought his desire to approaach her, the gathering darkness 
would force her from the bench. A cold wind stirred up 
papers and fallen leaves. He drew circles with his foot on 
the sandy ground, and then erased them.

“I waited for you,” she said, as he sat down beside her. 
She sniffled, looking for a handkerchief she never found. 
“You forgot your newspaper,” she held it out to him. The 
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skin on her short fingers was transparent, freckled with age.
“How is he?” he asked, pointing to the dog.
“I don’t know,” she said, with amiable sadness.
“Is he eating?”
“Milk.” After a silence she added, “He’s going to die.”
“No,” he answered, but to the feeling that assaulted 

him. What a skinny woman, he thought suddenly, want-
ing her to have more shelter in her flesh. She took his hand, 
held it as though unsure what to do with it, then placed it 
on the dog. Shyly, the hand twitched on the dirty coat.

What’s happening to me, he wondered, desolate and 
afraid. Slowly the dog opened its eyes and looked at him 
weakly, without interest. He brushed the dry snout then 
gently started petting the dog, as though seeing into his 
own nightfall.
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